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Preface to ”Gifted Education, Creativity and

Leadership Development”

This ebook, Gifted Education, Creativity and Leadership Development, provides new perspectives on

gifted education, with contributions from international authors from Australia, Canada, Germany,

South Africa, and the United States. These perspectives provide a foundation on which to build an

understanding of the complex nature of gifted students. One author, Donald Ambrose, in his article

“Interdisciplinary and international exploration to strengthen creativity, giftedness and leadership”,

set the bar for the book, championing a wider interdisciplinary and international exploration of

gifted education, with a wider exploration than just special education.

Beyond Transformation

Robert Sternberg and his co-authors advocate in their article, “Beyond transformation”, that

gifted students develop gifts that are self- and other forms of transformative. This involves going

beyond transformation, combining personal transformation and other forms of transformation.

Sternberg and his co-authors describe transformational giftedness as a giftedness that can be

employed to make a positive change in the world at some level of analysis. Individuals with

transformational giftedness seek to make the world a better place. Sternberg and his co-authors

stress that students need to find their purpose and know and understand the inherent oneness that

underlies humanity.

Shift in Education and extension of the concept of giftedness

June Maker suggests a shift in education in her article.

She calls for a focus on the identified workplace skills of critical thinking, problem solving,

creativity and communication. She stresses the complexity of gifted students’ profile of abilities and

challenges, and the need to consider the impact of culture, ethnicity, gender, linguistic perspective,

and learning expectations on giftedness.

Roya Klinger extends the concept of giftedness with a discussion of twice-exceptional students

and their complex nature in her article, “Twice-exceptional children and their challenges in dealing

with normalcy”. She defines twice-exceptional (2E) students as being gifted but having difficulties

in learning. These children are gifted, but they need to learn how to cope with their difficulties with

learning. She uses animal-assisted therapy, art therapy and solution-oriented therapy.

Training and professional development to support differentiation of diverse gifted students

The key issue of identifying and providing engaging activities to diverse gifted students is

discussed by Gillian Eriksson and Sandra Kaplan, and both support the differentiation of the

curriculum for diverse students. Kaplan, in her article “Factors affecting the perceptions and practices

of differentiated curriculum and pedagogies for gifted and talented students”, identified the factors

affecting these perceptions and practices.

One factor is that teachers view a differentiated curriculum as being specific to gifted students

and not generalizable to other students. As a result, Kaplan said there is little transfer of training

in the teaching of a differentiated curriculum. She strongly advocates that training should be

immersive, with multiple strategies being demonstrated to teachers. Finally, Kaplan said that

teachers need to be engaged in modifying their own curriculum, rather than thinking that they will

vii



develop and use an entirely new curriculum. Kaplan sees this modification in training as a way to

increase teachers’ ownership of the curriculum and encourage the use of a differentiated curriculum

in their classes.

Gillian Eriksson, in her article, “Pretense or Belief: Creating meaningful scenarios and

simulations for authentic learning about underserved gifted”, discusses the need to use meaningful

scenarios and simulations in teacher training. This training helps teachers learn more about

underserved diverse students, and how to develop strength-based differentiated learning experiences

for these students.

Dorothy Sisk

Editor
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Abstract: Creativity, giftedness, and leadership are complex, important phenomena, especially in
the threatening turbulence of 21st-century conditions; consequently, there is an increasing need to
understand how to strengthen them. We can learn much about these phenomena from within the
borders of specialized disciplines; however, they are too complex and multifaceted to fit within the
walls of disciplinary silos. Interdisciplinary explorations can reveal theories and research findings
that expand our knowledge bases about creativity, giftedness, and leadership. This analysis includes
the rationale for engaging in interdisciplinary investigations for these purposes. It includes exam-
ples of the ways in which interdisciplinary thinking invigorates creativity and cognitive diversity;
illuminates the benefits of visual–spatial gifts that strengthen the development of important talents
in gifted students who can go on to become creative leaders; and shows how human rights can be
strengthened by constraining economic and political corruption. It also describes the benefits of using
interdisciplinary navigation through different levels of analysis, each of which includes a number of
academic disciplines.

Keywords: cognitive diversity; corruption; creativity; giftedness; human rights; interdisciplinary;
leadership; levels of analysis; visual–spatial talent

1. Introduction to the Need for Interdisciplinary Exploration

There are many conceptions of creativity, giftedness, and leadership. They are highly
complex phenomena that defy precise definitions. Consequently, this analysis relies on
only the following concentrated conceptions: Creativity is behavior that is novel, often
surprising, and in some way compelling or high quality [1]. Giftedness is the possession
and use of lofty talents and intelligence [2]. Leadership is the ability to inspire and direct
groups through a shared vision, connecting people and ideas, and developing shared
ownership of objectives [3,4].

Creativity, giftedness, and leadership have always driven human endeavors, and
they have become even more important in view of the complex, turbulent 21st-century
conditions. Ever-evolving developments in national, regional, and global socioeconomic,
scientific, and political trends and issues are making it much less likely that the decisions of
citizens, professionals, and policymakers can effectively address the large-scale problems
and opportunities that are emerging in today’s world. Without elevations of creativity,
giftedness, and leadership, these prospects are grim [5,6].

Some examples of the most pressing 21st-century problems include climate change,
extreme socioeconomic inequality, resource shortages, and the accelerating erosion of
democracy in many developed nations. These have been termed macroproblems because
they are international, interdisciplinary, and long term [7]. They are international because
they cannot be solved by a single nation, so their solution requires global cooperation. They
are interdisciplinary because they spread throughout the conceptual terrain of multiple
disciplines, instead of confining themselves within a single domain. They are long term
because they took decades or even centuries to emerge; consequently, their solutions likely
will require lengthy, sustained endeavors.

Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 822. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11120822 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/education1
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Fortunately, the 21st-century also presents humanity with unprecedented macro-
opportunities that also will require the elevation of creativity, giftedness, and leadership
because they are enormous and highly complex. Macro-opportunities have the potential to
help humanity advance socioeconomically and ethically with considerable speed. Examples
include the rapid acceleration of global scientific networking and the development of new
technologies that can support and invigorate the advance of green energy systems.

Given all of these highly complex global trends and issues, tomorrow’s gifted, creative
leaders will need to strengthen interdisciplinary thought and action. Considering the
nature of macroproblems and macro-opportunities as well as how they spread outward
across multiple, domain-specific fields within the conceptual terrain, interdisciplinary
work will be absolutely essential if we are to understand the essence of their structure and
dynamics [7].

Of course, many of these large-scale trends and issues are double-sided because they
have the potential to produce enormous benefits or harm depending on how they are
addressed. For example, socioeconomic globalization is a large-scale macro-opportunity/
macroproblem hybrid [7]. Globalization is the strengthening international integration of
economies and communication systems. In decades past, there was far less international
connection making. Nation states were largely self-contained, although they did engage in
economic trade, culture sharing, and occasional conflicts beyond their borders. However,
advances in technology enabled economic systems to develop long, growing tentacles
that tied national economies together in highly intricate ways. The economic flipsides
of globalization include the invigoration of economies as well as the exploitation and
mistreatment of work forces through the outsourcing of employment to third-world sweat-
shops that approximate slave labor conditions. Because of this dual-sided phenomenon,
humanity is both advancing quickly into the 21st-century and moving backward into the
19th-century conditions of the early industrial revolution [7]. Obviously, macroproblems
and macro-opportunities make it more necessary than ever that humanity develops more
effective ethical awareness, creativity, giftedness, and leadership. They also demand more
effective blending of these phenomena.

2. Far-Flung Constructs Smacking Together and Creating Productive Mind Sparks

Interdisciplinary investigations can reveal theories, research findings, trends, and is-
sues that shed new light on the phenomena that scholars study in their own domains [8–15]
They also can generate a considerable amount of creativity while expanding conceptions of
giftedness and development. They can help thinkers produce an extremely wide variety of
connections among diverse concepts.

For example, Ambrose [10] carried out a project resulting in descriptions of 89 theories
and research findings from 29 academic disciplines and professional fields. The description
of each theory or research finding was connected with one of the other 88 constructs to
generate a creative spark. In one of these connections, analyses of utopian demonization
from history were connected with scholarship from ethical philosophy portraying the
differences between universalist and particularist morality. Leaders of a nation aligning
with a utopian ideology portray the belief system that drives that nation as the ideal
that other nations should follow [16,17] Meanwhile, the insight from ethical philosophy
is that those guided by particularist morality can be kind, thoughtful, and generous
toward those in their own identity group but are inclined to be dismissive of, or even
vicious toward, outsiders. In contrast, those aligning with universalist morality tend to
extend their altruism to outsiders [18]. The insight generated by the creative association
emerging from the connection between these constructs from different disciplines included
the observation that the wisdom and self-fulfillment of particularist leaders of nations
promoting their ideologies as utopian while demonizing outsiders is stunted and hollow
in comparison with universalist leaders. Therefore, political leaders would be well advised
to develop a screening system to identify candidates for leadership positions according
to the extent to which they leaned toward universalism or particularism in their ethical
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actions in prior work. As a result, the leaders of those political systems could do much to
remove discrimination, abuse, and even genocide from the operations of their governments
while injecting more genuine self-fulfillment into their socioeconomic and political actions.
The implications of this interdisciplinary synthesis are important. Gifted education has to
engage students in interdisciplinary explorations of 21st-century trends and issues while
emphasizing moral–ethical development. Fortunately, some work in the field has been
moving in that direction [19,20]

If leaders lack the ethical awareness necessary for positive uses of their creativity and
giftedness, with the latter taking the form of practical intelligence [21], they likely will en-
gage in extremely harmful dark creativity, which is the use of creative thoughts and actions
for unethical, harmful purposes [22–24]. Dark creativity seems to be prevailing in many
developed nations that have talented sociopolitical leaders who aspire to magnify their
own power, even to the extent that they become dictators of authoritarian regimes [2,25–28].
These leaders and their creative cronies tend to dominate and exploit the economic systems
for selfish purposes, making the citizenry more miserable and desperate than they would
be under normal circumstances. In order to dodge responsibility for their creation of
enormous harm, the leaders and cronies also engage in finger-pointing at one or more
minority populations within their borders to identify them as the villains responsible for
the suppressed life circumstances of the majority. As a result, the unethical leaders magnify
racism, ethnocentrism, and classism, thereby producing far more tribalism, condescension,
exploitation, and violence than exists in more normal societies. In these conditions, vast
numbers of citizens shift their morality from being somewhat universalist to far more
particularist. Virtually all citizens suffer from the dark creativity produced by unethical,
gifted, creative leaders in the nations undergoing these disturbing transitions. If the gifted,
creative leaders of tomorrow are to address these serious problems, gifted education must
recognize and explore the distinction between universalist and particularist morality.

2.1. Viewing Creativity, Giftedness, and Leadership through Levels of Analysis

Another interdisciplinary construct that can reveal the nature and nuances of creativity,
giftedness, and leadership is a framework showing levels of scholarly analysis [8,10,29].
Based on broad interdisciplinary explorations, the framework extends from micro to macro,
showing how scholarship in a wide variety of fields fits into differing levels, with different
implications for various phenomena. Here is a brief overview of the levels, examples
of disciplines they encompass, and examples of what they might reveal about human
potential and capacities:

- Broad contextual

� Disciplines operating at this level: political science, cultural anthropology, eco-
nomics, ethical philosophy, history, social epidemiology, archaeology, etc.;

� Insights available at this level: the ways in which creativity, giftedness, and
leadership are inspired, suppressed, or distorted by large-scale societal and
global phenomena;

- Immediate contextual

� Disciplines operating at this level: educational research, counseling psychology, etc.;
� Insights available at this level: how the development of aspirations and talents

are influenced by educational leadership, curriculum, and the structure and
dynamics of programs, classrooms, school and college departments, as well as
employment environments for the gifted;

- Individual

� Disciplines operating at this level: psychology, educational research, etc.;
� Insights available at this level: the cognitive, affective, motivational, disposi-

tional, talent development, and achievement dynamics of gifted individuals;

- Organic systems

� Disciplines operating at this level: neuroscience, cognitive science, etc.;

3
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� Insights available at this level: the functions and structures of larger brain
components and subsystems that clarify the nature of gifted minds;

- Cellular

� Disciplines operating at this level: neuroscience, cognitive science, etc.,
� Insights available at this level: the structure and function of neurons and neural

networks in the brain, also clarifying the nature of gifted minds;

- Molecular

� Disciplines operating at this level: molecular biology, chemistry, etc.;
� Insights available at this level: genetic influences on behavior and achievement

as well as the extent to which gifts and talents are inheritable;

When studying creativity, giftedness, or leadership, scholars tend to be locked into
one level of analysis because they operate from within a domain-specific silo that itself
operates at a specific level. However, they can strengthen their own creativity, and possibly
leadership in their fields, by individually or collaboratively navigating through different
levels, capturing otherwise hidden aspects of the phenomena they study.

Sapolsky [30], a prominent neuroscientist, is one example of such a navigator. He
connected neuroscientific work from the organic systems and cellular levels of analysis
with discoveries at the broad contextual level by using insights from disciplines addressing
the nature and impact of deprivation and extreme inequality. Some of the contextual-level
fields addressing these issues include sociology, social epidemiology, and the branch of
economics that dissents from mainstream theory in that field. According to Sapolsky,
the severe inequality and deprivation revealed by scholars at the broad contextual level
strongly influence the development and operations of various brain components. He shows
how the biological grind deriving from the chronic, long-term stress generated by social
comparisons in highly unequal societies produces inflammation, chromosomal damage,
and distorted brain functioning: more specifically, learning and memory weaken due
to damage to the hippocampus; prefrontal cortex impairment causes diminishment of
executive functioning leading to weaker planning, decision making, and impulse con-
trol; distortion of the amygdala magnifies fear and anxiety; damage to the mesolimbic
dopamine system suppresses motivation and leads to depression and addiction; the re-
traction of connections among neurons and suppression of the emergence of new neurons
weaken thought capacities; and chronic inflammation, damage to the circulatory system,
and metabolic changes produce bodily ailments that further stifle the aspirations, talent
development, knowledge acquisition, and other capacities necessary for the emergence of
giftedness, creativity, and leadership.

Thanks to Sapolsky’s [30] navigation through the levels of analysis we can perceive
giftedness, creativity, and leadership capacities in places you would not think to look.
For example, a group of scholars at a Canadian university developed the Lost Prizes
initiative to seek out gifted, creative individuals whose lofty abilities are hidden and never
developed, or developed in distorted ways, due to their positioning at the bottom of the
economic ladder [31,32]. Often, their miserable life circumstances push these individuals
into endeavors that lead to crime and incarceration and leave them with minuscule life
prospects. The leaders of the Lost Prizes projects identify the lost individuals, meet with
them, counsel them in an ongoing basis, and work with the legal system to accelerate their
releases from incarceration, to the extent possible. The counseling involves helping them
perceive the big picture about their circumstances, which includes the ways in which their
deprivation hid or distorted many of their talents and aspirations. Once they develop this
awareness, the Lost Prizes team points them toward more promising life paths.

The initiative has helped many escape from devastating life journeys to launch into
impressive new careers. For example, a young, formerly incarcerated individual is now a
physician. In another example, a huge, muscular, formerly incarcerated street gang leader,
who was in prison for drug crimes and violence, is now a very talented artist whose work
inspires many in the region, including deprived young people. He also goes out onto the
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streets where he was a former gang leader and interacts with current gangs to help their
members avoid his prior fate and seek out ways to discover their gifts, talents, and creative
capacities, so they can lead more promising lives. In essence, this impressive example of
hidden giftedness has been repairing the considerable psychological damage he suffered
during his deprivation while also transforming his impressive leadership talents from
guiding the unethical work of street gangs to ethically inspiring and mentoring hundreds
of young people who desperately need it.

2.2. Generating and Benefiting from Cognitive Diversity

Page [33,34], an economist and complexity theorist, showed how teams in a wide
variety of organizations benefit considerably when they include cognitively diverse partici-
pants. Cognitive diversity emerges when a problem-solving team includes diverse theories,
backgrounds, belief systems, and problem-solving heuristics. A cognitively diverse team
will consistently outperform a homogenous team in complex problem-solving processes
even when the latter team is comprised of more intelligent participants. One way to think
of this is to contemplate the outcomes of two teams: a homogenous team composed of
eminent economists and a cognitively diverse team composed of somewhat accomplished
but not eminent professionals from diverse cultural backgrounds and professions. The lack
of cognitive diversity would confine the minds of the highly intelligent economists within a
theoretical silo, preventing them from perceiving or generating creative problem solutions
or innovations outside their dominant idea frameworks. The frequent collision and occa-
sional syntheses of diverse perspectives within the cognitively diverse team will give them
new insights and opportunities for innovation that are invisible to the homogenous team.

When individuals or groups carry out interdisciplinary explorations, as in the previ-
ously mentioned investigation of 87 theories and research findings from 29 disciplines, they
are forcing themselves to become more cognitively diverse. If an individual is conducting
an investigation, that person’s mind is becoming more cognitively diverse by grappling
with very different concepts from very different disciplines. If a group is conducting an
investigation, that team could become cognitively diverse in a dual sense: the team will
already be cognitively diverse if it includes the aforementioned markers of diversity, and
it will become more cognitively diverse in another sense because it is navigating through
very different theories and research findings.

Arguably, when individuals become more cognitively diverse, they become more
creative because of the unpredictable connection making between diverse concepts. They
become more “gifted,” if giftedness is interpreted as at least partially emerging from the
acquisition of an extremely broad knowledge base [15]. They can become better leaders
because they will not be trapped within a dominant, confining theoretical perspective.

Thinking back to the economics example, neoclassical economics is a unified, insular,
firmly policed discipline in contrast with a fragmented, porous, contested discipline such
as political science [35]. The former type of discipline is unified around a dominant theory,
resistant to importing ideas from other fields, and the field’s gatekeepers ensure that
articles or books deviating too much from the dominant theory do not become published.
In contrast, the latter type of discipline is fragmented and contested because there are
multiple, conflicting theories. It is porous because it cannot resist, or openly invites, the
importation of ideas from other fields. If leadership requires openness to new ideas, a
highly intelligent leader trained within a unified, insular, firmly policed discipline will
impose strong cognitive barriers hindering her or his own creative problem solving. This is
evident in the development of a highly unequal socioeconomic system that has been driven
by dogmatism-saturated neoclassical economic theory. The rational actor model confining
mainstream economics justifies extreme selfishness and discourages leaders from thinking
about ways that the economy could benefit more than just the economic elite [36–41]. Such
economic dogmatism inclines the development of intellectual capacities and talents of the
gifted to be used for selfish purposes. This provides even more reason for the field of gifted
education to inject itself with more ethical awareness.
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2.3. Visual–Spatial Talents Strengthening Gifted, Creative Leadership

Bringing together insights from neuroscience, creativity studies, and the history and
philosophy of science enables us to understand and appreciate the strengths of visual–
spatial thinking, a talent that is becoming more important as the phenomena that gifted
and creative professionals grapple with become more complex in 21st-century conditions.
This is especially the case when those phenomena emerge from STEM fields. Those with
this talent capitalize on their own visual imaginations to understand and generate complex
graphic models that incorporate large amounts of data from multiple sources. This enables
them to navigate more effectively through the avalanche of STEM findings and innovations
that are being generated by scientific networking and advances in technology [42–52]. In
just one example, the eminent physicist Albert Einstein generated his groundbreaking
theories of relativity largely through visual imagery [53]. Strong visual thinking helped him
become a highly creative, gifted, intellectual leader who transformed the field of physics.

The benefits of visual–spatial thinking in STEM arguably carry over into other fields
including the social sciences [54]. Metaphorical thought and communication can generate
highly creative, compelling visual images that can be very effective tools for leadership.
For example, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was obviously a highly gifted, creative leader. His
speech from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., served as a primary
catalyst for the civil rights movement. In the speech, he employed visual–metaphorical
imagery to capture the imaginations of the thousands who were at the event, and the
millions more who watched it on television. A few examples of metaphors from the
speech that provoked powerful, motivational visual thinking included: “rise from the dark
and desolate valley of segregation to the sunlit path of racial justice; quicksands of racial
injustice to the solid rock of brotherhood; whirlwinds of revolt will continue to shake the
foundations of our nation; let us not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking
from the cup of bitterness and hatred; justice rolls down like waters and righteousness
like a mighty stream; let us not wallow in the valley of despair; hew out of the mountain
of despair a stone of hope; transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful
symphony of brotherhood; let freedom ring.” This speech was comprised of 1550 words
and included 45 metaphors, many of which were exceptionally powerful [55].

In view of the inspirational power that visual metaphor can generate, and the im-
portance of visual–spatial thinking in STEM and the social sciences, leaders can become
far more creative by artfully generating and carefully selecting metaphors that will en-
gage their followers and other constituencies, helping them understand the nature of
macroproblems and macro-opportunities while motivating them to address these powerful
phenomena. For example, ethical leaders who want to prevent human civilization from
collapse in the next few decades can portray climate change as a gigantic firestorm rapidly
sweeping over the landscape incinerating the homes and communities of citizens and
policymakers. They can portray the disturbing erosion of democracy in many developed
nations as evil vampires emerging from their caskets and chasing after the citizens and
policymakers to extract their blood. On a more positive note, they can describe the growth
of global scientific networking as a gigantic, shining web connecting all communities on
the planet, with magnificent innovations sliding down the tentacles of this web into those
communities. Overall, if those gifted in visual–spatial thinking recognize their strengths in
this capacity, they will have opportunities to become highly creative, effective leaders who
can help humanity survive and perhaps thrive in the decades to come.

2.4. Shedding Light on Massive Corruption and the Need to Strengthen Human Rights

For millennia, societies have been plagued by corruption. This problem tends to be
magnified in totalitarian systems, but it also infects democracies to a lesser extent [25].
Abraham [56], an evolutionary biologist, pointed out that many societal leaders have
engaged in corrupt, even psychopathic, actions that harm the lives of citizens. This was
clearly evident in the actions of totalitarian leaders from the past, such as Mussolini, Hitler,
Stalin, and Alexander the great; however, it persists into today’s world with corporate
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leaders often engaging in deceptive, exploitative, even psychopathic, actions. This could
be partially due to the fact that corporate leadership is one of the career paths that attracts
gifted, talented psychopaths [57–60]. As a consequence of the persistence of psychopathic
corruption in the 21st-century, some corporations have become extremely powerful, and
their actions often cause damage to millions or even billions around the globe [41,61,62].
In just one example of these effects, the United States Supreme Court opened the door to
massive political corruption with the Citizens United decision that portrayed corporations
as people and enabled them to purchase politicians with greater ease, thereby undermining
democracy and exacerbating already severe inequality [63,64].

A particularly revelatory depiction of the widespread nature of corruption emerged
in analyses carried out by Ariely and Garcia-Rada [65]. They showed how more than
two-thirds of 180 nations around the world scored less than 50 on a scale ranging from
0 to 100, with the lowest numbers representing vigorous, widespread corruption, and
the highest numbers showing that the nation is very clean. The least corrupt nations
include Sweden, Finland, Denmark, New Zealand, and Singapore. The United States is
well below these nations due to substantial political and economic corruption. A number
of Third World nations have scores that indicate extreme corruption. Ariely and Garcia-
Rada also described some of the reasons for the persistence and spread of corruption in
societies. Receiving a request for a bribe undermines moral character, and bribery becomes
contagious. It becomes more acceptable as it spreads throughout a society.

The persistence of nearly psychopathic, or even fully psychopathic behavior in the
political and economic leadership in many societies around the world undermines human
rights. Weitz [66], a historian, issued a compelling warning about this undermining.
He pointed out that the United Nations General Assembly’s passage of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948, constrained the power of unethical leaders
in some limited ways but that massive human rights abuses are on the horizon in the
decades to come. Severe socioeconomic inequality, the rise of authoritarian populism, the
persistence and strengthening of racism, and the devastating effects of climate change are
setting the stage for even more unethical leadership with more severe consequences.

These disturbing trends and issues raise implications for creativity, giftedness, and
leadership. When intelligent, gifted and talented political and corporate leaders engage
in unethical, psychopathic behavior, they produce extremely powerful forms of the afore-
mentioned dark creativity. The severe damage inflicted on the global economy during
the 2008 economic collapse is just one example. Gifted, creative, powerful leaders in the
financial industry createddeceptive financial instruments that harmed the lives of billions
while inflaming the great recession [62,67–69].

Widespread, persistent corruption could be the most important reason for injecting
more ethical awareness in into the minds of gifted, creative young people who likely will
become tomorrow’s leaders. Such injections could enable future ethical leaders to give
humanity a fighting chance to constrain corruption and promote the infusion of human
rights into political and economic systems.

3. Discussion: Some Practical Responses to 21st-Century Existential Threats
and Macro-Opportunities

How can educators of creative, gifted leaders and citizens possibly address the afore-
mentioned 21st-century issues with any effectiveness? They seem so immense and powerful
that all of humanity working together might have considerable difficulty dealing with
them. However, that does not mean we should not try.

First, all of these gigantic problems and opportunities have ethical dimensions. A
substantial lack of ethics in recent decades has exacerbated macroproblems such as climate
change, widespread corruption, and the erosion of democracy. Consequently, all young
people, especially the gifted, need to learn about the structure and dynamics of global
macroproblems and macro-opportunities. This will require them to learn how to navigate
through interdisciplinary explorations. Fortunately, curriculum integration processes in
gifted education are designed to expand and invigorate interdisciplinary thinking [70,71].
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In addition, interdisciplinary projects can generate new creative and critical thinking strate-
gies based on insights derived from concepts that emerge from diverse disciplines. For
example, various new strategies are designed to prompt participants to expand their ethical
awareness [55]. One of these strategies encourages perception of the extent to which leaders
in current events, historical events, or literary works are or were driven by the aforemen-
tioned particularist or universalist morality. Another strategy requires participants to place
various actions on a diagram that reveals the extent to which morality and legality overlap.
Another strategy engages participants in analyzing issues to determine whether or not they
are macroproblems or macro-opportunities. Yet another strategy requires participants to
clarify their position on a complex, controversial issue and then carry out research with the
intention of undermining their own position. Additional strategies magnify wisdom and
personal responsibility when dealing with 21st-century issues. Using these new strategies
clarifies the nature of ethical creativity and dark creativity while strongly promoting the
use of the former. Their use also can enable teachers and mentors of the gifted to focus
more on discovering and developing aspirations and talents that align with the emergence
of ethical awareness and wisdom, instead of self-centered inclinations, as clarified by
Sternberg [20,21,24,72].

4. Concluding Thoughts

Metaphorically speaking, if we think about academic work as exploring and settling
on a large island, explorers travel on different domain-specific ships and land in different
coves. They build their settlements with the findings from their theorizing and research.
Those who are creative use the conceptual building blocks to design novel theoretical and
methodological buildings and roads. Those who are gifted use their intelligence and talents
to ensure that the new colonies are carefully and efficiently designed to serve the needs of
the settlers. Those with leadership capacities pull together the aspirations of the settlers to
ensure that their work is guided by a common vision.

All of this sounds promising; however, if the minds of the settlers are too domain-
specific, they will assume that there is nothing beyond their own settlement. If, instead, a
few of them engage in interdisciplinary exploration, they will make expeditions into the
interior, over the hills, and into other domain-specific settlements where they will learn
new ways to carry out their work. When they bring those ideas back home, they can help
the settlers escape the dogmatism of the “urban planning” they locked themselves into by
using only the ideas that have dominated the settlement. The pressing trends and issues of
the 21st-century demand energetic, efficient strengthening of ethical creativity, giftedness,
and leadership. Interdisciplinary investigations will give us new opportunities to achieve
that strengthening.
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Abstract: This article discusses kinds of transformational giftedness, or giftedness that makes a
positive, meaningful, and possibly enduring difference to the world. We extend previous work by
suggesting that there are two kinds of transformation that matter: self-transformation and other-
transformation. Combining these two kinds of transformation yields a 2 × 2 grid of four kinds of
giftedness: non-transformational giftedness (no transformation), transformational giftedness (self-
and other-transformation combined), self-realized giftedness (whereby one transforms oneself but not
others), and other-realized giftedness (whereby one transforms others but not oneself). We open with
a discussion of some of the history of conceptions of giftedness. Then we discuss transformational
giftedness as it has been defined in the recent past. We then introduce our concepts of self- and
other-transformation. We also describe two other kinds of giftedness—inert giftedness, which is
giftedness in personal attributes that has not been realized in interactions with others and the world;
and transactional giftedness, which is a give-and-take form of giftedness whereby one meets certain
societal expectations in exchange for being identified as gifted. We finally conclude that the gifted
movement needs to focus much more on developing transformational giftedness, or at least the
potential for it, in our young people.

Keywords: transactional giftedness; inert giftedness; other-transformational giftedness; transforma-
tional giftedness; self-transformational giftedness; giftedness

1. Beyond Transformational Giftedness

If there is one thing the world needs right now, it is gifted individuals. There are so
many problems, ranging from global climate change to pandemics to enormous income
disparities to uncontrolled obesity. The world needs gifted individuals to contribute toward
the solution of these problems.

How, though, should giftedness be conceptualized? Many conceptions of giftedness
have been proposed, a number of which are reviewed immediately below. We, however,
have chosen to build upon Sternberg’s notion of transformational vs. transactional gift-
edness, suggesting that this conception, as it exists, is an excellent start but is missing
some elements [1,2]. People who are transformationally gifted seek to make positive and
meaningful changes to the world, at some level. We have proposed to expand the model
and, perhaps, to complete it by considering the concept of transformation in more detail
than Sternberg did in his original articles.

2. History of Some Conceptions of Giftedness

The question always is exactly what one means by “gifted”. Over time, scholars
have had somewhat different ideas. For example, Sir Francis Galton believed that gifted
individuals excel in psychophysical skills, such as recognizing differences between similar
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visual stimuli or pitches [3]. He also believed these skills are largely hereditary—passed on
from one generation to the next via our genes [4]. Alfred Binet and Theodore Simon had a
very different conception, relating intelligence more to judgmental abilities [5]. However,
Binet and Simon’s primary interest was in children with intellectual challenges rather than
in those who were gifted. The challenge of developing Binet’s ideas was taken up by Lewis
Terman, a professor at Stanford University, to operationalize Binet and Simon’s ideas for
the gifted. Terman adopted the idea of giftedness as recognizable by an IQ of over 140, or
roughly 2 1

2 standard deviations above the mean score of 100 on the version of Binet’s test
he created [6,7].

Over the years, many other conceptions of giftedness have evolved. For example,
Renzulli proposed that above-average ability, creativity, and task commitment intersect
to form giftedness [8,9]; Tannenbaum suggested general ability, special aptitudes, non-
intellective requisites, environmental supports, and chance in his “sea-star” model [10].
Some theorists have gone beyond the usual boundaries of such conceptions. For example,
Sisk has gone further in her suggestion of a form of spiritual intelligence as a basis for
giftedness [11]. This intelligence was considered but ultimately not included by Gardner in
his model of multiple intelligences [12].

Further, Ziegler has proposed an actiotope model, according to which giftedness
is not an internal property of an individual but rather the result of a label assigned by
experts that represents interactions that an individual has with the environment [13].
Gagné has proposed a differentiated model of giftedness and talent (DMGT), according
to which one can distinguish the gifts with which one starts life, from talents, which
develop out of gifts [14,15]. Gagné further distinguishes among intellectual, creative, socio-
affective, and sensorimotor abilities, as well as among academic, artistic, business, leisure,
social affective, athletic, and technological talents. Dai, in his evolving-complexity theory,
suggests that giftedness should be viewed developmentally by treating the developing
individual as an open, dynamic, and adaptive system, which changes itself (similarly
to Ziegler’s notion) as it interacts with the opportunities as well as the challenges that
the environment provides [16]. Subotnik et al. have proposed a so-called “megamodel,”
according to which “giftedness (a) reflects the values of society; (b) is typically manifested
in actual outcomes, especially in adulthood; (c) is specific to domains of endeavor; (d) is the
result of the coalescing of biological, pedagogical, psychological, and psychosocial factors;
and (e) is relative not just to the ordinary (e.g., a child with exceptional art ability compared
to peers) but to the extraordinary (e.g., an artist who revolutionizes a field of art)” [17]
(p. 3) [18]. And Cross and Cross have proposed a school-based conception of giftedness,
which emphasizes the various domains of giftedness that schools seek and recognize [19].

All of these models assume, at some level, that there is an identifiable group of people
within the larger population who, one way or another, can be designated as “gifted,” “tal-
ented,” or both [20–22]. What differs among the models is precisely what set of attributes or
behaviors constitutes giftedness, and how context affects the identification of the attributes
in that set.

Edited compendia of conceptions of giftedness have been published from time to time
by Sternberg and his colleagues [23–26]. Histories of conceptions and how they have played
out in society have been written by Margolin and by Jolly [27,28]. But these conceptions
have been variable in how quickly and easily they have taken hold in gifted identification
programs in schools. Moreover, the conceptions and the ways they have been implemented
sometimes have had racist, classist, or other prejudicial elements (see [29,30]).

Most of the models of giftedness that have been proposed have focused on aspects
of the person, such as intelligence, creativity, and motivation. Some have included en-
vironmental factors as well that either facilitate or hinder the expression of giftedness.
Recently, Sternberg has suggested a somewhat different functional account, inspired in
part by theories of transactional and transformational leadership [1,2,31–33].

12



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 192

3. Transformational and Transactional Giftedness

Sternberg has defined transformational giftedness as giftedness that, by its nature, is
deployed to make a positive change in the world at some level of analysis [2]. Transfor-
mationally gifted individuals seek to make the world a better place (see also [34]). People
who are transformationally gifted are so by virtue of the function to which they direct their
giftedness. They seek to create positive, meaningful, and hopefully, enduring change. In
contrast, transactional giftedness is giftedness that is tit-for-tat, representing a form of give
and take. A transactionally gifted individual is identified as “gifted” and then is expected
to give something back in return. They may be expected to have a string of successes on
standardized tests, or to get good grades in school, or to be admitted to prestigious colleges
and universities, or to attain prestigious occupational postings and then to excel in them.

Transactional or transformational giftedness do not result merely from someone being
born with a particular set of traits. Rather, they result from the kind of give-back the
gifted person offers—either an exchange of services (transactional giftedness) or a positive,
meaningful, and possibly enduring change in the world. The focus of the current article,
however, is on transformational, not transactional giftedness.

The two types of giftedness are not mutually exclusive. Transformationally gifted
individuals are often extremely determined to make the positive changes that they wish
to make. This kind of resilience helps them to excel in their field. Therefore, most trans-
formationally gifted people are sufficiently transactionally gifted that they can reach a
position in society from which they can make the meaningful difference they seek to make.
Some programs, such as the Schoolwide Enrichment Model, may help develop aspects of
transformational giftedness [35].

There are many measures of transactional giftedness—virtually all the measures that
currently are used to assess giftedness. One might wonder whether transformational
giftedness similarly can be measured, or whether it is either immeasurable or measurable
only after one’s career is over, and one can assess that career in retrospect. Just as measures
of transactional giftedness are actually predictors of transactional giftedness rather than
measures of transactional achievement, so, we suggest, is it possible to predict transforma-
tional giftedness. The transformational-giftedness scale we are currently exploring in our
empirical research is shown in Table 1. It is taken from Sternberg [36]. It is available for
research purposes for those wishing to use it.

Table 1. STGS: Preliminary Version.

Part I.

1. Write a paragraph about what your future dream life in 25 years would look like, with the constraint that there is a chance of
achieving it.

2. What are you passionate about? How would you expect that passion to affect your future life?
3. Design an App. What is its purpose and how does it accomplish it?

Part II.

1. What would you most like to accomplish in your life? How will you get from where you are to where you want to be to
accomplish that thing?

2. What are two other things you would like to accomplish in your life?
3. When you are older, how will you decide if you are satisfied with what you have done in your life?
4. What do you see as the biggest obstacle to accomplishing your principal goal in life and how will you overcome it?

Part III.

1. Pick a major world problem. What are things you personally could do to help solve the problem? How could you do them?
2. What are things the country in which you live could do to help solve the problem you chose? How could the country

do them?
3. Have you done anything in your life that you believe helps to make the world a better place? If so, what?
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Table 1. Cont.

Part IV.

1. What is the one thing you have done in your life of which you are most proud? Why are you proud of it?

Part V

1. If you were to change one thing in the world, what would it be?

Part VI

1. Martin Luther King and Mahatma Gandhi both defied the laws of their times and went to prison for their beliefs. Did they do
the right thing in defying the law? Why or why not?

2. Suppose you had a belief about how things in the world need to change. But other people close to you told you they
disagreed with you. What would you do?

3. Do you think there might be a time in your life when it will be better to be right than to be well-liked? If so, what might an
example be?

Part VII

1. If a lot of people believe something, do you generally conclude that it is most likely true? Why or why not?
2. Have you had any beliefs that you used to accept but that you no longer accept? If so, what changed your mind, and why?
3. Can you think of a belief most people have that you do not accept? If so, what is it and why do you not accept it?

Scoring: Scoring is by the consensual assessment technique. Judges are asked to rate the extent to which each response reflects, on a
1–5 scale, a transformational rather than merely transactional mindset. Adapted from: Sternberg, R. J. (2021b). Transformational vs.
transactional deployment of intelligence. Journal of Intelligence, 9(15), https://doi.org/10.3390/jintelligence9010015. Reprinted with
permission. This measure was developed by Robert J. Sternberg in collaboration with Aakash Chowkase, Ophélie Desmet, Sareh Karami,
Jenna Landy, Jennifer Long, and Jialin Lu.

4. Other-Transformational vs. Self-Transformational Giftedness

In reflecting upon the concept of transformational giftedness, we have concluded that
the concept needs expansion. In particular, there appear to be two kinds of transformational
giftedness that lead to “transformations” in the sense of changing one thing into something
different and perhaps very different. Thus, we make a proposal that we believe helps to
“complete” Sternberg’s model.

Other-transformational giftedness refers to the direction of one’s giftedness toward
making a transformative difference with respect to others—making a positive, meaningful,
and possibly enduring difference to the world. This concept appears to be similar to what
Sternberg [1,2] referred to as transformational giftedness.

Self-transformational giftedness refers to the direction of one’s giftedness toward
making a transformative difference with respect to oneself—to making a positive, mean-
ingful, and possibly enduring difference within oneself. For many individuals, self-
transformational giftedness is a preliminary to other-transformational giftedness. One
finds one’s purpose in life [37] or in becoming, in Maslow’s terms, self-actualized [38].

On this view, people do not just simply transform the world at some level. Rather,
first, they find a purpose in life—they self-actualize in terms of whatever is meaningful to
them [39]. This purpose and its corresponding goal or set of goals become clear to them. In
other words, self-transformational giftedness becomes a base from which transformational
giftedness arises.

Figure 1 shows our newly proposed model. It links self- and other-transformational
giftedness to generate four kinds of functional giftedness.
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Figure 1. Other-transformational and self-transformational giftedness. The x-axis (horizontal axis) represents either low
(left quadrants) or high (right quadrants) levels of self-transformational giftedness. The y-axis (vertical axis) represents
either low (lower quadrants) or high (upper quadrants) levels of other-transformational giftedness. Inert (Immobilized)
Giftedness is giftedness in the absence of transactional and both self-directed and other-directed transformational giftedness.
Transactional Giftedness is on a different dimension, not shown in the figure. Thus, it crosses all the quadrants as a
separate dimension.

5. Non-Transformational Giftedness

In the lower-left quadrant, where we have neither other- nor self-transformational
giftedness, we have non-transformational giftedness. The giftedness has not been directed
toward transformation. Someone in this quadrant may be gifted. Indeed, they may be
either inertly or transactionally gifted at any level. They simply lack transformational
giftedness of any kind.

Inert giftedness is, perhaps oddly, the kind of giftedness that educational institutions
have most emphasized in their identification procedures and in much of their education.
Inert giftedness is displayed in having the personal qualities that identify one as gifted but
not necessarily as showing any signs of having used these qualities to make any positive
and meaningful difference of any kind. One simply possesses identified personal qualities
that are sitting in oneself, waiting to be used in some way. Even adults may be inertly gifted.
They may have a high IQ or have shown unusual talents on gifted identification measures.
But they have not (at least, yet) used their gifts actively. Their last great accomplishment
may have been their high scores on a standardized test or their elite university education
with which they have done little. Inert giftedness is not shown in Figure 1, as it is neither
self- nor other-transformational.

Inert giftedness is similar, perhaps, to what Renzulli refers to as “schoolhouse gifted-
ness” [40]. Inert giftedness also is similar to what Gagné has called “outstanding natural
abilities” or “gifts” [14,15]. And it is similar to Tannenbaum’s notion of “promise” or
“potential for gifted fulfillment” [10]. Gagné and Tannenbaum have viewed giftedness as
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a developmental concept, whereas inert giftedness is only a starting point, but hopefully
not an endpoint, to developing “talent,” in Gagné’s words, or “fulfillment of potential”, in
Tannenbaum’s words. Our notion of inert giftedness is similar in that it is a type of gifted-
ness that has not been realized yet. Whatever label one uses, the inertly gifted person has
the qualifications to be identified as gifted but stops there because they have not displayed
their giftedness in a meaningful societal way.

Transactional giftedness, as noted above, does require some kind of accomplishment.
The transactionally gifted individual has given something back—in exchange for their
being identified as gifted, they have achieved high grades, or college or university success,
or success in a job. But they are in the mode of give-and-take rather than of meaningful
change. Transactional giftedness is not shown in Figure 1, as it is a separate dimension
from transformational giftedness. Transformationally gifted individuals almost always
know, at some level, how to be transactional when they need to be, but transactionally
gifted individuals may or may not be transformationally gifted. Most probably are not.
The transactionally gifted person gives back to society, but in a way that requires them to
receive something concrete in exchange for what they have given.

6. Transformational Giftedness

Transformational giftedness is represented in the quadrant, in the upper-right, that
we have considered above. The individual has transformed themselves—has found their
purpose and passion—and has directed themselves toward making the world a better place.
They may be adults, of course, as in the case of Martin Luther King, Jr., Albert Einstein,
Mother Teresa, or Nelson Mandela. But they also may be adolescents, as in the case of
Malala Yousafzai, who was shot for advocating the rights of young women to an education
in Pakistan, or Greta Thunberg, who has started a worldwide movement of young people
advocating for action to combat climate change. The transformationally gifted person
gives without any necessary expectation of a give-back. The main reward for them is the
transformation that they hope to help achieve.

Transformational giftedness is not equivalent to mere social engagement or activism.
Many social activists simply advocate for causes, following in the possibly admirable, but
also well-worn paths of activists who came before them. They echo the messages of others.
Like so many people in any other pursuit, you generally never hear about them.

Then there are activists such as those mentioned above—Malala Yousafzai, who at
the age of 21 has over 6 million hits on Google; and Greta Thunberg, who, at the age of
18, has roughly 19 million hits on Google. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who at the age of 31
has roughly 14 million hits, turned a career as a progressive social activist into a stint as a
Representative in the United States Congress. Some who seek transformation represent a
different perspective, such as conservative commentator Ben Shapiro, age 37, with roughly
46 million hits on Google. The point is not the politics or the social activism or whether
one believes in their cause, but rather the successful transformation they achieve through
their efforts.

7. Self-Realized Giftedness

Self-realized giftedness is represented in the lower-right quadrant of the figure. It
refers to people who have transformed themselves to find a sense of purpose and meaning
in their lives, but who have not, at least yet, translated this self-transformation into a
transformation that also impacts the world at some level. They may simply have not yet
gotten to other-transformation, or they may have no desire to get to it. One could imagine,
for example, someone who has found a sense of peace, balance, and meaning within their
life, but whose sense of purpose simply does not extend, at a given point in their life, to
transforming the lives of others. The self-realized gifted person’s gift, in essence, is to
themselves. They may find peace and harmony on top of a mountain with no interpersonal
contacts, or they may find that peace and harmony in the context of interactions with
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others. But the gift is in their transformation of self. The interactions may help achieve that
transformation but are not the recipients of it.

Who are the famous people with self-realized giftedness? Not many. That is the point:
they do not seek fame, but rather, spiritual fulfillment, and often, withdrawal and even
isolation. They are content to develop their own self-actualization without seeking fame or
other forms of recognition in the world. They may become nuns, or monks, or philosophers
on a metaphorical mountaintop. Or they may be next-door neighbors who have achieved
self-actualization but have no need or desire to impose it on, or perhaps even share it with,
others. They may teach religion or spirituality or yoga or meditation or mindfulness, but
their goal is not to make a big splash, but rather to share in a limited way the heights
they have reached. The Dalai Lama has been thrust into the role of an ambassador for
mindfulness and spirituality but probably has in common many characteristics with those
who are self-realized gifted.

8. Other-Realized Giftedness

Other-realized giftedness, represented in the upper-left quadrant of the figure, refers to
a realization by people who have made a difference to others but who have not transformed
themselves. They are making a difference, but they lack a clear sense of inner direction
and purpose. They either may be doing what they are doing because others have put
them up to it or because they happened to stumble upon some way in which they can
make a difference. But they have not reflected as to why they are doing what they are
doing and why it matters for fulfilling themselves and the world. The other-realized
gifted person makes a difference to others but may themselves have achieved little or no
internal transformation—they direct their gifts fully outwardly, often at the cost of their
own self-development.

There are so many examples of people with other-realized giftedness, whose lives
have transformed others but at their own expense. Notable examples are popular-music
stars such as Elvis Presley, Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, and Keith Moon. They made a huge
difference to others but utterly failed to get their own lives together. F. Scott Fitzgerald
died of alcoholism at age 44 and various other literary geniuses committed suicide, such as
Ernest Hemingway, Sylvia Plath, and Virginia Woolf. These individuals transformed the
lives of others but never were able to transform their own lives to deal with their greatness,
their inner struggles, or both. These individuals made important positive transformations
in society, but perhaps at their own expense.

9. Conclusions

We suggest that, if the world is truly to become a better place, we need to develop gifts
that are self- and other-transformational. Developing giftedness in children is not just about
accelerating them in some subject, or about enriching their learning about that subject
matter. Rather, such development is in helping the children find purpose and meaning
in their lives and then making a positive, meaningful, and possibly enduring difference
to others through the sense of purpose they have developed. To that end, educators and
schools may be able to help young individuals develop an understanding of their inner
self, guide them to find more purposeful life goals, motivate them to empathize with others
and with nature around them, help them develop compassion for others’ suffering, and
cultivate attitudes of the inherent oneness that underlies humanity. Schools striving to
develop transformational giftedness may not shy away from exposing students to the
issues of social injustice and inequity prevalent in human societies.

One can be gifted without being transformationally gifted. But we suggest that if
society wants to solve the many problems confronting it, it must develop young people
who are not just gifted but gifted in a transformational way. Society must develop the
young people who will find meaning in life that will transform them, and then who will
make a positive, meaningful, and possibly enduring difference to a world desperately in
need of positive change.
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Summary: Historically, giftedness has been viewed as a single attribute, with the concept of gifted-
ness often operationalized by a minimum IQ score or combination of an IQ score with measures of
school achievement. But gifted individuals, as traditionally defined and educated, have not proven
up to the task of meeting the grave challenges of contemporary life, such as pandemics, global
climate change, weapons of mass destruction, pollution, income disparities, hunger, and repressive
governments. We propose that giftedness needs to be conceptualized in a more variegated and
practically useful way. For the first time, we propose eight categories of giftedness, which expand
upon two categories initially proposed by Robert J. Sternberg. The traditional form of giftedness
is viewed as “transactional giftedness,” whereby those identified are expected to give back to so-
ciety in proportion to the extra resources invested in them. People who are identified but who do
not give back are referred to here as “inertly” gifted. We distinguish transactional from transfor-
mational giftedness. Self-transformational giftedness involves a positive restructuring of the self;
other-transformational giftedness involves restructuring life for others; and fully transformational
giftedness involves transforming both the self and others. Giftedness also can be destructive, either
of the self, others, or both.

References

1. Sternberg, R.J. Transformational giftedness. In Conceptual Frameworks for Giftedness and Talent Development; Cross, T.L., Olszewski-
Kubilius, P., Eds.; Prufrock Press: Waco, TX, USA, 2020; pp. 203–234.

2. Sternberg, R.J. Transformational giftedness: Rethinking our paradigm for gifted education. Roeper Rev. 2020, 42, 230–240.
[CrossRef]

3. Galton, F. Inquiries into Human Faculty and Its Development (1883); Cornell University Library: Ithaca, NY, USA, 2009.
4. Galton, F. Hereditary Genius; Macmillan: New York, NY, USA, 1869.
5. Binet, A.; Simon, T. The Development of Intelligence in Children; Williams & Wilkins: Baltimore, MA, USA, 1916.
6. Terman, L.M. The Measurement of Intelligence: An Explanation of and a Complete Guide for the Use of the Stanford Revision and Extension

of the Binet-Simon Intelligence Scale; Houghton Mifflin: Boston, MA, USA, 1916.
7. Terman, L.M. Genetic Studies of Genius: Mental and Physical Traits of a Thousand Gifted Children; Stanford University Press: Palo Alto,

CA, USA, 1925; Volume 1.
8. Renzulli, J.S. What makes giftedness: Re-examining a definition. Phi Delta Kappan 1978, 60, 180–184. [CrossRef]
9. Renzulli, J.S. The three-ring conception of giftedness: A developmental model for promoting creative productivity. In Reflections

on Gifted Education: Critical Works by Joseph S. Renzulli and Colleagues; Reis, S.M., Ed.; Prufrock Press: Waco, TX, USA, 2016; pp.
55–90.

10. Tannenbaum, A.J. Gifted Children: Psychological and Educational Perspectives; Macmillan Publishing: New York, NY, USA, 1983.
11. Sisk, D. Engaging the spiritual intelligence of gifted students to build global awareness in the classroom. Roeper Rev. 2008, 30,

24–30. [CrossRef]
12. Gardner, H. Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences, 3rd ed.; Basic Books: New York, NY, USA, 2011.
13. Ziegler, A. The actiotope model of giftedness. In Conceptions of Giftedness, 2nd ed.; Sternberg, R.J., Davidson, J.E., Eds.; Cambridge

University Press: New York, NY, USA, 2005; pp. 411–437.
14. Gagné, F. Motivation within the DMGT 2.0 framework. High Abil. Stud. 2010, 21, 81–99. [CrossRef]
15. Gagné, F. Academic talent development: Theory and best practices. In APA Handbooks in Psychology®. APA Handbook of Giftedness

and Talent; Pfeiffer, S.I., Shaunessy-Dedrick, E., Foley-Nicpon, M., Eds.; American Psychological Association: Washington, DC,
USA, 2018; pp. 163–183. [CrossRef]

16. Dai, D.Y. Evolving complexity theory of talent development. In Conceptual Frameworks for Giftedness and Talent Development; Cross,
T.L., Olszewski-Kubilius, P., Eds.; Prufrock Press: Waco, TX, USA, 2020; pp. 1–27.

18



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 192

17. Subotnik, R.F.; Olszewski-Kubilius, P.; Worrell, F.C. Rethinking giftedness and gifted education: A proposed direction forward
based on psychological science. Psychol. Sci. Public Interest 2011, 12, 3–54. [CrossRef]

18. Subotnik, R.F.; Olszewski-Kubilius, P.; Worrell, F.C. The talent development megamodel. In Conceptual Frameworks for Giftedness
and Talent Development; Cross, T.L., Olszewski-Kubilius, P., Eds.; Prufrock Press: Waco, TX, USA, 2020; pp. 265–288.

19. Cross, T.L.; Cross, J.R. An enhanced school-based conception of giftedness. In Conceptual Frameworks for Giftedness and Talent
Development; Cross, T.L., Olszewski-Kubilius, P., Eds.; Prufrock Press: Waco, TX, USA, 2020; pp. 265–288.

20. Pfeiffer, S.I. (Ed.) APA Handbook of Giftedness and Talent; American Psychological Association: Washington, DC, USA, 2018.
21. Pfeiffer, S.I. (Ed.) Handbook of Giftedness in Children, 2nd ed.; Springer: Cham, Switzerland, 2018.
22. Silverman, S. Giftedness 101; Springer: New York, NY, USA, 2012.
23. Sternberg, R.J.; Ambrose, D. (Eds.) Conceptions of Giftedness and Talent; Palgrave-Macmillan: Cham, Switzerland, 2021.
24. Sternberg, R.J.; Davidson, J.E. (Eds.) Conceptions of Giftedness; Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK, 1986.
25. Sternberg, R.J.; Davidson, J.E. (Eds.) Conceptions of Giftedness, 2nd ed.; Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK, 2005.
26. Sternberg, R.J.; Reis, S.M. (Eds.) Definitions and Conceptions of Giftedness; Corwin: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2004.
27. Margolin, L. Goodness Personified: The Emergence of Gifted Children; Aldine Transaction: Piscataway, NJ, USA, 1994.
28. Jolly, J.L. A History of American Gifted Education; Routledge: London, UK, 2018.
29. Porter, J.W. The “precious minority”: Constructing the “gifted” and “academically talented” student in the era of Brown v. Board

of Education and the National Defense Education Act. ISIS 2017, 108, 581–605. [CrossRef]
30. Sternberg, R.J.; Desmet, O.A.; Ford, D.; Gentry, M.L.; Grantham, T.; Karami, S. The legacy: Coming to terms with the origins and

development of the gifted-child movement. Roeper Rev.. in press.
31. Bass, B.M. Transformational Leadership: Industrial, Military, and Educational Impact; Lawrence Erlbaum Associates: Mahwah, NJ,

USA, 1998.
32. Bass, B.M.; Avolio, B.J.; Atwater, L. The Transformational and Transactional Leadership of Men and Women. Appl. Psychol. 1996,

45, 5–34. [CrossRef]
33. Bass, B.M.; Riggio, R.E. Transformational Leadership: A Comprehensive Review of Theory and Research, 2nd ed.; Psychology Press:

London, UK, 2006.
34. Sternberg, R.J. ACCEL: A new model for identifying the gifted. Roeper Rev. 2017, 39, 139–152. [CrossRef]
35. Renzulli, J.S.; Reis, S. The Schoolwide Enrichment Model: A How-to Guide for Talent Development, 3rd ed.; Prufrock Press: Waco, TX,

USA, 2014.
36. Sternberg, R.J. Transformational vs. transactional deployment of intelligence. J. Intell. 2021, 9, 15. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
37. Kaufman, S.B. Transcend: The New Science of Self-Actualization; TarcherPerigree: New York, NY, USA, 2020.
38. Maslow, A. Toward a Psychology of Being; Sublime Books: Floyd, VA, USA, 2014.
39. Sternberg, R.J. Adaptive Intelligence: Surviving and Thriving in Times of Uncertainty; Cambridge University Press: New York, NY,

USA, 2021.
40. Renzulli, J.S. Myth: The gifted constitute 3–5% of the population (Dear Mr. and Mrs. Copernicus: We regret to inform you . . . ).

Gift. Child Q. 1982, 26, 11–14. [CrossRef]

19





Citation: Maker, C.J. From Leading

to Guiding, Facilitating, and

Inspiring: A Needed Shift for the 21st

Century. Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 18.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

educsci12010018

Academic Editors: Krishan

Kumar Sood, Keith Morrison and

Dorothy Sisk

Received: 27 September 2021

Accepted: 29 November 2021

Published: 30 December 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the author.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

education 
sciences

Article

From Leading to Guiding, Facilitating, and Inspiring: A Needed
Shift for the 21st Century

C. June Maker

Department of Disability and Psychoeducational Studies, University of Arizona, Tucson, AZ 85705, USA;
junemaker@hotmail.com

Abstract: In the 21st-century context, problem solving, creativity, critical thinking, collaboration,
and communication are the most valued skills in the workplace. Thus, those in positions often
labeled as “leadership” need to make a valuable shift: to guiding, inspiring, and facilitating rather
than directing. In this article, I review research on two styles of leadership, transformational and
transactional, and relate this research to discussions of the same two types of giftedness. Research on
the effectiveness of leaders at engendering creative problem solving has shown the transformational
style to be more effective. Leaders are guides in the process rather than the content, facilitators of
the gathering and exchange of information from varied sources, and role models as they exhibit
effective problem-solving behaviors themselves. As role models, they inspire others to take risks,
think innovatively, and collaborate with others. Examples of methods for identifying exceptionally
talented leaders and behaviors to observe are provided. In addition, an evidence-based model for
igniting, cultivating, extending, and strengthening exceptional talent in leadership is described.

Keywords: leadership; gifted; creative problem solving; exceptional talent; collaboration; facilitating;
inspiring; 21st-century skills

1. The Need for a Different Conception of Leadership and Talent in Leadership

In the 21st century, our increasingly interconnected world is facing unprecedented
problems and situations that most people have never encountered or even believed could
occur. Men and women in leadership positions have the potential to contribute to solving
these significant problems, but they must do so in ways that are consistent with research
on effective leadership and in recognition of the context in which those problems and chal-
lenges are occurring. In a recent IBM survey, 1541 chief executive officers in 60 countries
and 63 industries identified creativity as the most valuable ability for top managers of
the future [1]. These results correspond to the trend noted by economists, who observe
a movement from managed economies to entrepreneurial economies [2], and who have
identified four key “21st Century Skills”: creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, and
communication (http.//p21.org; accessed on 28 November 2021). These so-called “soft”
skills are essential for leaders and groups who need to design new solutions for old prob-
lems and effective, innovative ways to meet challenges that have never been encountered
or even imagined.

Leaders often are seen as people who have a vision and who are skilled at getting
others to follow them to make this vision a reality. For example, in the Merriam-Webster
Dictionary [3], synonyms for leadership include control, direction, management, gover-
nance, regulation, and surveillance. In other words, leaders think of the problems and
solutions and others implement them as the leader directs, controls, and manages. What if
this is an outdated and outmoded perspective? I propose a different view, one that fits with
the current and future context: effective leaders guide, facilitate, and inspire rather than direct or
control. They co-create with colleagues the vision that will guide their work together, and
together define the problems, thinking of many methods for solving them and selecting the
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best solutions to implement. The process becomes a team effort. Consistent with this view,
leaders would be selected based on their 21st Century Skills of creativity, critical think-
ing, collaboration, and communication (http.//p21.org; accessed on 28 November 2021).
One quality needs to be added: the ability and willingness to inspire others to create positive
changes in their lives and in their world. Consistent with the vision they articulated together,
leaders would collaborate with their teams to identify areas of need, help team members
apply their critical thinking, give them the freedom to be creative, encourage free and
open communication, and facilitate group decision making while inspiring everyone by
manifesting these qualities themselves. In the academic literature on leadership, many
different perspectives are offered and studied. Of all these perspectives, I believe the
contrast between transformational and transactional leadership styles is the most important
for the 21st-century context. The transformational style is the most appropriate for the
current and future context, while the transactional style fits with the common perceptions
of the past.

2. Transformational Leadership: An Important Style for the 21st Century

If all of us on this planet are to survive (and hopefully thrive), regardless of whether
individuals are leaders of ideas or leaders of people, the focus of gifted leaders needs to
be on changing the world to make it a better place, not just for themselves, but for other
people, living beings of all types, and the plants that purify our air. Leaders also must give
priority to solutions with long-term benefits, not just those that may solve the problem
for now, but cause damage in the future [4–6]. In the literature on leadership, two styles
or types have been identified: transformational and transactional [7–9]. Transformational
leaders inspire and encourage those with whom they collaborate, thus motivating others to
create positive change. Their focus is on designing a positive future for the organization
or entity in collaboration with the people whom they lead. They lead by example rather than
through a system of rewards and punishments or directives that need to be followed,
leading to the personal growth of all involved, empowering and inducing self-belief in
others. These positive role models focus on the process of creative problem solving rather
than on a particular goal, solution, or method for implementing solutions and plans [10,11].

In an educational context, transformational administrators develop a shared vision [12,13]
and identify, with teachers and other staff members, potential innovations that are consis-
tent with this vision [14]. New programs are chosen based on the shared vision, agreed
upon, and believed in by the majority of the staff [15]. The focus is on student out-
comes rather than teacher or administrator innovations [12,16,17]. In a study involving
four schools serving students in low-income areas, in two of the four schools, principals
exhibited transformational leadership by involving teachers in making the decision to
participate in the innovative program. In those schools, student achievement increased
significantly [15,18]. In one school, for example, the average achievement scores on the
Stanford Achievement Test (SAT-9) in reading, math, and language increased from approxi-
mately the 20th percentile to the 62nd percentile during the four-year period in which the
DISCOVER team was involved [18]. Similarly, in a study involving exemplary principals
in Australia [17], several principals described beliefs and practices from the perspective of
transformational leaders. For example, they set up a guiding coalition to “help teachers
build on their strengths” [17] p. 109, developed a shared vision and strategy by under-
standing that “The vision can only be a vision if the whole school is brought into it” [17]
p. 109. These principals also led by building and sharing knowledge and information
through modeling and being actively involved with teachers in the learning process. They
acknowledged teachers’ successes, recognized their accomplishments, and worked toward
incorporating changes into the school culture [17]. Practices such as these empower teach-
ers and help to embed new methods in the school culture, enabling staff to implement them
more effectively while supporting each other [19,20].

Extending this idea to a more collaborative level means involving not only the teach-
ers, administrators, and other staff members at the school, but also collaborating with

22



Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 18

the students, their parents and caregivers, and individuals in related organizations in the
school community [21]. One exemplary principal in New South Wales is an inspirational
model for this practice, as she united the school community and the wider community of
parents and influential members of the local area in the decision to bring in a new program,
and, after field testing it, to implement it school-wide. As a result of school-wide imple-
mentation, and because the innovation was embedded into the school culture, teachers
made significant changes in their practices [22] and expressed perceptions consistent with
the underlying principles of the new teaching approach [23]. An important finding of these
two studies was that teacher fidelity of implementation of the innovation was much higher
than normally found in such studies [22]. Student growth in creative problem solving in
math [24] and science [25], as well as in understanding the complexity of concepts and their
interrelationships [26], was significant. Furthermore, the changes were more pronounced
in the classrooms of teachers who implemented the model with a high level of fidelity,
showing that the new teaching methods were key components of student growth.

On the other hand, transactional leaders use systems of rewards and punishments to
exert “control” over the goals and solutions, as well as the methods used for implementing
plans and solutions [7–9]. Incentives or benefits are awarded by transactional leaders
for valued behaviors or results and penalties are imposed on those who do not follow
guidelines or who do not achieve the desired results. Usually these systems are complex,
but the goal is to ensure that the leader’s agenda is followed, often rewarding the pursuit of
given short-term goals [4,27]. Administrators in the two schools in Maker’s studies [15,18],
in which no overall increases in academic achievement were found, exhibited transactional
leadership through actions such as selecting programs to implement without involving
the teachers in decision making but monitoring their implementation of these projects.
They used evaluation strategies designed by the program developers rather than designed
cooperatively by teachers and administrators at the school. Administrators did not par-
ticipate in the professional development provided to teachers, thus leaving evaluation
and guidance up to outsiders who designed the programs and who were not familiar
with the school contexts or the characteristics of the teachers. This practice also prevented
administrators from modeling desired behaviors and approaches or finding appropriate
ways to support teachers in implementing the innovative programs school leaders had
chosen and were advocating. Neither the local community nor the students were involved
in the decision-making process.

3. Transformational Giftedness: An Important Type of Giftedness for the 21st Century

An interesting parallel is in the recent writing of Sternberg [6,28]. He separates gifted
people into the same two types, presenting evidence that methods for defining giftedness
and identifying gifted people now and in the in the past have resulted in selecting those who
are transactionally gifted. Transactionally gifted individuals are “identified as gifted and
then expected to do something in return” [6] p. 231 such as getting good grades, performing
well in special coursework, going to a prestigious school, and, most importantly, succeeding
later in life by becoming eminent [29]. Sternberg argues that a new definition and new
methods are necessary to fit the current world context. We need to identify and cultivate
giftedness that is transformative, “that by its very nature seeks positively to change the
world at some level—to make the world a better place” [6] p. 231. He further expands
the concept to include both self- and other-transformation [28]. This is not a new concept.
In Indigenous cultures, an underlying principle is the “connectedness of all life and a
connection of all beings with the earth. As individuals and members of diverse cultures, we
have a responsibility to protect ‘Mother Earth’ and to respect each other as spiritual beings
with worth and significance regardless of our differences in characteristics, experiences,
beliefs, and values” [30] p. 5.

In the Navajo culture in the USA, family members are expected to identify the gifts
of each individual and nurture them [31]. In turn, “each individual is expected to use her
or his gifts for the good of all” [30] p. 5. Similarly, in the Māori culture in New Zealand,
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all students, especially those who are gifted, are expected to “give back” to their local
communities. “Their responsibility as gifted individuals is to use their gifts to benefit all,
not just themselves” [30] p. 5. This perspective is important to the island as a whole, and
is embedded in curriculum standards in schools. In our mainstream culture, particularly
at certain periods, this perspective has been articulated, but perhaps was not pervasive.
Professor Virgil Ward often said that the difference between gifted people and those who
are not gifted is that gifted people want to change their world to make it a better place,
while other people want to simply understand and adapt to it. I suggest, at this crucial time,
we need to return to the wisdom of using our gifts and talents for the good of our world.

Transformationally gifted individuals focus on making a positive and transformative
difference, focusing on the positive changes that result from their actions as their rewards. On
the other hand, although transactionally gifted individuals may make positive changes,
their focus is on personal benefits (e.g., extrinsic motivation), such as money, recognition,
or status that may result from their actions. Although a distinction often is made between
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, Amabile [32] makes a case for synergy between the
two types of motivation. Synergy happens when “strong levels of personal interest and
involvement are combined with the promise of rewards that confirm competence, support
skill development, and enable future achievement” (p. 18). These are the kinds of rewards
given by leaders with a transformational style. People are not born as one or the other type,
but develop these tendencies through their interaction with mentors, role models, and
other aspects of their environments [33]. In his argument for a paradigm shift, Sternberg
poses an important question for educators of the gifted: “Do we want to continue to teach
gifted children that being gifted means getting better grades or accelerating in one’s studies,
when there are so many problems in the world begging for solution?” [6] p. 232.

4. Exceptional Talent: A Conceptual Framework

The paradigm shift advocated by Sternberg [6] is similar to that advocated by Maker [5,34],
in that its emphasis is on solving complex and varied problems for the good of the world
rather than on gathering information, getting good grades, and performing beyond one’s
grade level. In Maker’s definition [5,15,34,35], the term exceptional talent is used instead
of gifted to situate it within the talent development paradigm [36]. Exceptional talent
is defined as consisting of three interacting components: (a) the ability and willingness
to solve the most complex problems, (b) the ability and willingness to solve a variety of
types of problems, and (c) a highly integrated and interconnected knowledge structure
within or across disciplines. Further included in this definition are adjectives to use when
making judgments about the problem-solving processes and results. They need to be
effective, efficient, economical, ethical, and/or elegant. Elegant is a criterion not always
used; however, it is important for integrating the concepts of originality and novelty with
appropriateness, as in definitions of creativity: “pleasingly ingenious and simple” [5]
p. 162.

Not all adjectives may be appropriate for all solutions. For example, a solution may be
efficient, but not effective, and another solution may be effective, but not efficient; another
may be effective, but not economical, or economical, but not effective. In these cases,
problem solvers must decide which are the most important criteria to apply in a particular
instance. However, I argue that the ethical criterion needs to be applied in all cases, but
in recognition of differing belief systems, while still following universal ethical principles,
such as compassion, respecting the rights and needs of others, kindness, refraining from
stealing or harming other people’s property, and honesty [30,37].

Wisdom is necessary for problem solvers to know what attributes are needed for
solutions to meet the four conditions of action that will change the world in beneficial ways,
and is the overarching purpose of education for exceptionally talented individuals [5,6].
The third component of the definition, a rich, diversified, associative network of knowledge,
facilitates creativity and problem solving [38–40]. Merging the definitions of transforma-
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tional leadership and transformational exceptional talent leads to a conceptual framework
for defining exceptional talent in leadership.

5. Exceptionally Talented Leaders: The Conceptual Framework Modified for Leadership

As in the framework proposed by Maker [5], described above, and as with other
areas, exceptional talent in leadership has three interacting components: solving complex
problems, solving varied types of problems, and having a complex and interconnected
knowledge structure. However, exceptionally talented leaders are not only able to solve
problems, but also to guide, facilitate, and inspire others to create solutions that are ef-
fective, efficient, economical, ethical, and/or elegant. Thus, exceptional talent in lead-
ership has four interacting components. Leadership is a type of exceptional talent that
often is overlooked by teachers [41], but is a talent essential for the success of groups
and organizations. Ten human abilities have been outlined by Maker [5]: auditory, bod-
ily/somatic, emotional/intrapersonal, linguistic, mathematical, mechanical/technical,
moral/ethical/spiritual, scientific/naturalistic, social/interpersonal, and visual/spatial.
Leadership talent differs from these. Unlike the other abilities, which are mostly connected
to domains and symbol systems, exceptional talent in leadership cuts across and inte-
grates several domains. For instance, three core abilities are necessary for transformational
leadership regardless of the occupation, organization, or agency: social/interpersonal,
emotional/intrapersonal, and moral/ethical/spiritual. Social/interpersonal abilities are
essential for engendering cooperation, guiding groups and individuals, and inspiring
them. Emotional/intrapersonal abilities enhance the ability of leaders to understand and
manage their own emotions and reactions so they can be inspirational models for others.
Moral/ethical abilities are essential for guiding others and themselves to make wise deci-
sions that have impacts in local, regional, national, and international contexts in both the
short and long terms.

Other abilities needed for exceptionally talented leaders may be different depending
on the type of leadership position. For instance, in business and industry, leaders may need
mechanical/technical, scientific/naturalistic, and mathematical abilities, while in education,
linguistic abilities are important; in the arts, visual/spatial, auditory, and bodily/somatic
may be important to enable the leader to understand and facilitate problem solving. In the
culinary arts, bodily/somatic, with its inclusion of taste, would likely enhance a leader’s
ability to facilitate, guide, and inspire team members. In all these cases, however, being
exceptionally talented in the three core areas is essential, while being exceptionally talented
in the supporting areas is helpful, but not essential.

5.1. Exceptionally Talented Leaders and Creative Problem Solving

In the 21st-century shift from managed economies to entrepreneurial ones [2], increas-
ing emphasis needs to be placed upon “making and using knowledge” [2] p. 303. In this
new economy, employees, teams of managers, consumers, and others with an interest in a
particular agency or organization will need to collaborate: share knowledge, create new
knowledge, and use their knowledge in creative and innovative ways [42]. What is the
role of exceptionally talented leaders in the creative problem-solving process? Consistent
with their style of transformational leadership and the research on effective group problem
solving, these guides, facilitators, and inspirers shape a climate of psychological safety and
reflexivity (examining one’s own feelings, reactions, and motives, leading to an understand-
ing of the ways in which these factors influence what one does or thinks in a situation) [11].
The concept of reflexivity, as used in Carmeli and colleagues’ research, corresponds to the
definition of emotional/intrapersonal ability in the Prism of Learning [5], and is one of
the three core components of leadership talent. Transformational leaders play a critical
role in the workplace by providing support and motivating employees to engage in and
display creativity [42–51]. Transformational leaders inspire and help others transcend
their own self-interests and pursue collective goals, thus becoming effective beyond their
own expectations [52]. Transformational leaders encourage their teams to challenge the
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norm, question their assumptions and the old ways of doing things, and take risks by
addressing problems and doing things in a novel way [53–55]. Two ways leaders do this is
by being role models [11,42,56] and recognizing the value of the contributions of their team
members [42,48,57,58].

In one of the key studies that have been conducted since 1982, Basadur [42] experi-
mented with methods for leading others to think innovatively together, and found that
a key component of success is for the leader to focus on the process of problem solving,
rather than the content. Leaders transfer ownership of challenges by interacting with others
as a process leader or coach; their job is to help everyone in the group “work together
toward a useful solution” [42] p. 111. They model process skills and encourage others
to use these same skills, thus becoming consultants or facilitators in the problem-solving
process, rather than “giving orders” or solving the problems themselves. One practical
method resulting from Basadur’s research is a circular process for creative problem solving
with four steps: generating, conceptualizing, optimizing, and implementing. Individuals
have preferences and strengths at different steps; therefore, more effective teams can be
assembled if individuals with different strengths and preferences are expected to work
together. They may experience more difficulties in the beginning, but after they have
accepted and begun to respect their differences, the results are superior to those of teams
whose members have the same strengths and preferences. The instruments designed by
Basadur [42] and Treffinger and colleagues [59] can be used to assess individual styles
and preferences. Another method is the creative profiler [39], which is based on creativity
assessments, and includes strengths in cognitive (e.g., divergent thinking, mental flexibility)
and conative (e.g., risk-taking, openness) factors. The creative profiler can be used both to
assist individuals in developing strengths and meeting challenges and also to match them
with others with similar and different profiles—for the benefit of the individuals and their
collaborative groups.

5.2. Collaborative and Individual Creative Problem Solving

In the past, a prevailing belief was that individuals produced more creative solutions
than groups, especially during brainstorming (c.f. [60,61]). However, the writing and
research of Amabile and colleagues (c.f. [32,62]) has revealed a different way of viewing
the work of individuals and groups when solving problems creatively. Consistent with
Amabile’s ideas and research, Brophy [10] separated problem-solving tasks into single-part
problems and multi-step problems in his review of research and in his own investigation.
In a review of 92 studies of individual–group comparisons, individuals did better in 83% of
the 60 single-part tasks, groups did better on 7% of these tasks, and they did equally well on
10% of these tasks. However, with the 15 multi-part tasks, one individual (7%) did better,
individuals and groups performed at the same level on three (20%) of the tasks, and on
11 (73%) of the tasks, groups performed better [10]. In his own study, Brophy investigated
the creative outcomes (number of solutions, originality of solutions, quality of solutions,
cost–benefit trade-offs and reductions, meeting all task demands, addressing all problem
parts, selecting solutions, and defending their choices) of the same 51 interactive (group)
and nominal (single-person) problem-solving groups. He found that when working on a
multi-part task, the same 51 interactive groups did better than the same 51 nominal groups,
and the effect sizes were large (F [1, 50] = 731.59, p < 0.001, d = 4.78).

In the current context, another useful definitional shift has been to view creativity
as both a process and a product. Although some believe that the creative process is more
important than the product (c.f. [63]), most definitions have been focused on the attributes of
the product (c.f. [39,57,64–66]). An integrated perspective is to acknowledge the importance
of creative processes for producing creative outcomes [59,62]. For example, regardless of
the methods used to score originality, studies have shown that the more ideas one produces
(fluency), which results from the creative processes of divergent thinking and deferred
judgment [67], the more likely one is to produce original ideas, the quality deemed to be
most important in creative products [68]. In studies of creative problem solving, the creative
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process can be defined as “a process whereby individuals are able to identify and construct
a problem, engage in information search and encoding, discover, evaluate, and select the
most novel solution” [11] p. 117. This integrated perspective is particularly relevant when
considering the creative problem solving of groups and the leadership needed to guide,
facilitate, and inspire.

5.3. Problem Types and the Discover Framework

Research and practice emanating from Discovering Intellectual Strengths and Capabil-
ities while Observing Varied Ethnic Responses (DISCOVER) has built upon and extended
the original framework of problem solving as a key component in giftedness [34]. In this
framework, the seminal work of Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi [69,70] was modified to
include three fundamental types of problems [5], based on the components of problems
and the amount of information available to both the problem solver and the one proposing
the challenge: the problem, the method, and the solution. The first type, closed, has a
well-defined problem, a specified method, and one acceptable solution; the problem solver
has to apply the given method and identify the solution known by the presenter of the
problem. The second type, semi-open, has a well-defined problem, a range of acceptable
methods, and a range of appropriate solutions. The third type, open-ended, has a problem
situation that is either partially defined or completely undefined, an unlimited number
of possible methods, and an unlimited number of appropriate solutions [5,35]. This is
the most complex type of problem, and the kind defined by Brophy [10] as a multi-step
problem. This kind of real-world, complex problem is the type studied by Carmeli and
colleagues [11,56] in their investigation of the impact of transformational leadership on
creative problem solving. Similarly, Basadur [42], in studies of creative leadership, has used
the term applied creativity, which is a process necessary for finding and solving complex
problems that involves having an actual creative product or plan as the final result [42]
p. 104.

6. Identifying Potential and Actualized Exceptionally Talented Leaders

If we have such a great need for these exceptionally talented leaders, how do we
identify those with the greatest potential or those who have actualized their talents so their
development can be nurtured or they can be chosen for leadership positions? Over the
years, in the DISCOVER projects [15,71–77], we have experimented with assessments of
creative problem solving related to the three core abilities of social/interpersonal, emo-
tional/intrapersonal, and moral/ethical/spiritual [5]. For instance, in the first versions of
the assessments for grades K–2, 3–5, and 6–8, we noted behaviors indicating interpersonal
(social) abilities and intrapersonal (understanding of self) behaviors while students were
interacting in groups to solve individual problems. Later, we designed an assessment for
high school students (grades 9 to 12) in which three to five students solved a problem to-
gether, making a large triangle with tangrams. Recently, we designed separate assessments
of all ten abilities in the Prism of Learning model for very young children (ages 4 to 6)
and field tested them in both the USA and the United Arab Emirates [78]. The assessment
battery included the three core abilities (social/interpersonal, emotional/intrapersonal,
and moral/ethical/spiritual), which were combined into a leadership cluster.

As part of the development and field testing of all the performance-based assessments,
the research team asked observers (one for each group of three to five students) to identify
students whom they considered to be superior problem solvers in a particular domain, and
then to tell the researchers what the students did or said that led to this belief (observable
behaviors). Observers were from various age groups, different cultures, different occupa-
tions, and different perspectives [79]. After approximately 5000 students were observed,
checklists of these behaviors were provided for future observers. Observers also could
add behaviors not on the checklist, and the research team periodically examined these
“write-ins” to determine if other behaviors needed to be included [15,74]. In Table 1, I have
listed the behaviors identified during all levels of assessments that could be considered
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to be indicators of transformational or transactional leadership potential. Some could be
indicators of either or both, depending on the situation.

Table 1. Indicators of Potential or Actualized Transformational and/or Transactional Leadership Styles.

Domain or Type of Task Transformational Transactional Either or Both

Social/
Interpersonal

Evaluates others by making positive
comments or giving
constructive criticism
Shows pleasure when others solve a
problem or complete a task
Encourages others to attempt
difficult tasks
Assumes responsibility for writing,
recording, or facilitating the activity
Assists observer in accomplishing
his/her purposes
Attempts to involve all group
members in activity
Keeps mood of group cheerful
Makes suggestions to group
without dominating
Changes behavior if it seems to affect
the group in a negative way
Manages own and/or group
disappointment effectively
Finds ways to include others
Takes turns

Others follow his/her suggestions
Competes with others
Organizes group activity

Shows humor when interacting with others
Initiates sharing of product with others
Stories/pictures/constructions demonstrate
understanding of emotions and motivations
of others
Stories/pictures/constructions demonstrate
understanding of social relationships
Demonstrates interpersonal behaviors valued by
own culture
Demonstrates interpersonal behaviors valued by
dominant culture
Linguistic product includes self as a character

Emotional/
Intrapersonal

Competes with self
Demonstrates confidence in self
Comments about own abilities are
consistent with observed abilities
Describes actions demonstrating
effective management of emotions

Enjoys solving problems or
completing constructions
Stories/pictures/constructions demonstrate
understanding of emotions and motivations of self
Identifies own emotions
Identifies reasons for emotions
Describes behavior consistent with
emotions identified
Identifies different emotions for different situations

Moral/
Ethical/
Spiritual

Talks about fairness
Talks about love
Talks about honesty
Talks about sharing
Talks about caring for the
natural world

Talks about hitting or
hurting others Talks about correcting wrong behavior

Note: These behaviors were observed when students were working together, either to solve individual problems
in a group setting or to solve a problem as a group during the Discovering Intellectual Strengths and Capabilities
while Observing Varied Ethnic Responses (DISCOVER) performance assessments.

Interestingly, young people of all ages exhibit behaviors that can be indicators of one or
the other style of leadership. In the DISCOVER assessment of social/interpersonal abilities
for children ages 4, 5, and 6, for example, children were given large blocks of different sizes
and shapes along with a picture of a bridge that can be made with the blocks. Their task
was to build one bridge, all together. During the first trial of the assessment, I saw two young
children who were already exhibiting transactional and transformational leadership styles!
Most of the children in the group had built a very nice bridge together. Then, a little girl
put a block in the middle of the bridge and refused to move it even when the other children
told her it was blocking the traffic going over the bridge. She insisted it was important
in the design of the bridge. When the children seemed to be at an impasse, one little boy
turned the block sideways and said, “it can be a car going across the bridge.” Everyone
was pleased and satisfied, including the girl who had placed it there. He was definitely a
transformational type of leader in the making! The little girl had her own agenda and was
intent on having her own way, showing a tendency toward a transactional style.

Emotional/intrapersonal abilities have been observed in separate tasks, as in the
DISCOVER assessment of young children, or as an aspect of other activities. For instance,
after high school students made the large triangle, they were asked to reflect on their
participation in the group, including how they had helped and/or hindered the work of
the group. Being able to identify their own strengths and weaknesses, as well as being able
to manage their emotions, was an important aspect of these observations. Young children
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identified emotions and then explained what they would do (and why they would do it) if
they experienced a particular emotion.

Moral/ethical/spiritual abilities have been included only in the assessment of young
children: they said what they would do if they saw negative events happening, and then
described and drew a good person. In these assessments, children expressed positive
ethical values that seemed far beyond what one would expect for their ages. One 5-year-old
drew a picture of the world with people of different colors of skin and hair, and said “All
people are good people. They have different hair and skin, and they live in different places.”
Children, regardless of their cultures, talked about positive ethical values, such as kindness,
love, and honesty (Table 1). They were showing their potential to develop the ethical values
needed for wise use of their talents as leaders.

Reflecting on these results and the lists of behaviors in Table 1, one can see that behav-
iors indicative of a transformational style have been identified more frequently by observers.
Why? One possible reason is that children have a tendency toward transformational styles,
developing transactional ones after experiencing systems of rewards and punishments in
school and at home. Because observers were asked to focus on positive behaviors rather
than negative ones, a second possibility is if observers had a transformational view, then
perhaps they identified behaviors from this perspective. A third possibility is the types of
tasks presented to students stimulated them to act in ways more characteristic of a transfor-
mational style. Another reason could be a cultural component. As noted earlier, Indigenous
groups, such as Navajo, Tohono O’Odham, and Yaqui, as well as Hispanic cultures, which
were prevalent in the schools involved in the DISCOVER assessments, tend to be more
collaborative in their activities, and thus demonstrate a more transformational style of
leadership. In the DISCOVER high school assessment, for instance, of the 303 students in
one study, 50% were Hispanic, 29% were Navajo, and 20% were White [80]. In another
study, 47% were Navajo, 38.5% were Hispanic, and 14.5% were White [76]. In a third study,
44% were Navajo, 46% were Hispanic, and 20% were White [75].

7. Igniting, Cultivating, Extending, and Strengthening Exceptional Talent through
Real Engagement in Active Problem Solving

Regardless of whether young people have demonstrated potential for exceptional
talent in leadership, but especially if they have, Real Engagement in Active Problem Solving
(REAPS) is a valuable teaching approach that can help to develop exceptional talent in lead-
ership in both general and special classrooms at all levels of education [5,21–23,81]. Since
developing the conceptual framework for defining exceptional talent [34], the DISCOVER
researchers have experimented with different methods for developing problem-solving abil-
ities. In 2008 [82], we designed an approach that we have found to be successful based on
field testing and evaluation at different grade levels and in various cultures [5,22,23,83–85].
The REAPS model is an integration of four evidence-based teaching models with prob-
lem solving as a common goal (Figure 1): the DISCOVER problem types and curriculum
principles [15], the Thinking Actively in a Social Context (TASC) problem-solving process
(c.f. [86,87]), the Problem Based Learning (PBL) approach to selecting real-world problems
and solving them from the perspective of different stakeholders (c.f. [82,88]), and the Prism
of Learning domains of ability [5]. All of the models require and develop the 21st Century
Skills of creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, and communication.
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Figure 1. Real Engagement in Active Problem Solving (REAPS).

Note: The four models that make up REAPS all contribute to the development of key 21st
Century Skills. The models also provide methods for participants and guides to use during
the problem-solving process.

When teachers use the REAPS model, they choose local, national, and international
real-life problem situations that are developmentally appropriate for the students. After
students have experienced the model, they are invited to choose problems they believe
are significant. For instance, in Grade 1 classrooms in Australia, children decided to solve
the problem of loneliness on the playground. Their solutions showed clearly their focus
on making their world a better place for children at the school: a loneliness bench where
children who were lonely could come and someone would find others to play with them
and a “loneliness cop” who went around the playground looking for children who seemed
lonely, asked them if they wanted to play with someone, and found a child or group of
children who welcomed them [22]. At other levels, students either chose or were introduced
to problems, such as whether to build a resort in an indigenous rainforest [22], how to
reduce or reverse the effects of desertification in the arid land in which they live [30],
and how to reduce the ocean pollution that is harming the marine life the local residents
depended upon for food [83,84].

To assess and develop the third component of giftedness, the rich, associative network
of knowledge essential for creativity and problem solving [38,39], and to understand the
complexity and interrelationships among concepts [5], we have used concept maps for
pre-and post-assessments [26,89–91]. In these cases, the concept maps were used to assess
students’ structure of knowledge related to the content of their problem solving. However,
if one is assessing their potential for exceptional talent in leadership, the concepts students
would be asked to map would be related to the core abilities that make up the leadership
cluster. For example, they could be given concepts such as evaluate, inspire, compete,
make positive comments, collaborate, guide, manage, control, respect, role model, creative
problem solving, encourage others to be creative, influence, power, and other similar words.
Concepts could be taken from descriptions of both types of leaders. A focus question to
propose for the mapping exercise could be “Who is an effective leader?” More information
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about concept mapping and its use in identifying exceptional talent can be found in articles
by Maker and Zimmerman [5,35,89].

Most recently, the DISCOVER team collaborated with the United Arab Emirates
University [92], teaching an online class on creative problem solving for high-potential
high school students in the UAE. We put forth a significant international problem that
is a national priority in their country: plastic pollution. We first administered concept
maps related to life science and climate change to help us make a pre- and post-assessment
of changes in their understanding of the complexity and interrelationships of concepts
related to the problem they were solving. With teachers as facilitators of small groups
and the DISCOVER team as guides in the process, students followed the TASC steps of
gathering and organizing information, identifying the problem, generating ideas for solving
it, deciding on the best solution(s), developing a plan for implementing the solution(s),
evaluating the solution(s), communicating the results to a real audience, and reflecting
on their learning. This process is an effective way to reach creative solutions because it
alternates between divergent-exploratory and convergent-integrative thinking [93] and
is a method everyone can learn and continue to apply in many areas of their lives [87].
The students in the class were in stakeholder groups that were real in their country or
created for the purpose of having variety in the interests of the groups: waste management,
the plastic industry, a student-led group working for a plastic-free Abu Dhabi, and the
government agency responsible for environmental protections.

Students’ solutions showed their passion for creating a better world for both people
and the marine animals in the ocean near their community. In their group solutions, most
students demonstrated a transformational type of exceptional talent. Several groups and
individuals also exhibited transformational types of leadership. To create their solutions,
they surveyed community members, presented potential solutions to audiences, and
incorporated responses from community members into their final solutions. One example
was the plastic industry group. They asked community members what substances could be
substituted for the materials normally used that would be more eco-friendly. The majority
of respondents suggested bamboo, so the group researched what products could be made
from bamboo and incorporated this as their most important solution.

These experiences and our research on the results of implementing the REAPS model
show it can be an effective way to develop transformational forms of exceptional talent,
and also can be effective as a context for igniting, cultivating, extending, and strengthening
student potential for developing exceptional talent in leadership. When the teacher acts
as a process coach, guiding and facilitating the work of the group rather than directing
the group’s decision making [22,23], the teacher is acting as a role model, prompting
students to employ this important leadership style in their problem solving in school and
as professionals.

8. Conclusions

Solving the unprecedented, complex problems threatening our way of life and the
ecosystems in which we live will require transformational leaders who themselves possess
the 21st-century skills of creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, and communication.
We need these exceptionally talented leaders, not to solve the problems themselves, but to
guide, facilitate, and inspire others to develop and use these skills by being an example and
by guiding others in the process of solving problems. They are transformational rather than
transactional in their style and their motivation. These inspirational leaders are motivated,
not by their desire for personal rewards, such as power, influence, or money, but by their
sincere desire to make the world a better place.

Young children and young adults already exhibit signs of exceptional talent in leader-
ship through behaviors such as encouraging others, helping to resolve conflicts in group
settings, understanding and managing their own emotions, and talking about positive
ethical values, such as fairness, honesty, and sharing. If these characteristics are ignited,
nurtured, and extended through Real Engagement in Active Problem Solving, in which
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they collaborate with their peers and design solutions to real-world problems that are of
concern to them, and are encouraged to design innovative plans they can implement, then
they can actualize this potential and become the leaders we so desperately need.

The evidence-based models in REAPS contribute to different experiences that are
related to the development of exceptional talent in leadership. The Prism of Learning
helps students and teachers identify and develop diverse talents that are components of
leadership abilities. The DISCOVER curriculum model helps teachers choose open-ended
problems as the main focus for real-world problem solving and to present closed and semi-
open problems within the overall focus on open-ended problems. Problem Based Learning
contributes an emphasis on the real-world nature of problems with its corresponding
inclusion of different stakeholders, which helps students understand how diverse interests
and perspectives need to be considered and integrated into their solutions if they are to be
successful as transformational leaders. When teachers guide their process and give them
ownership of their solutions and the ways they implement their plans, students have a role
model to follow that will enable them to become process coaches for their own collaborative
groups in the future.

The most important conclusion I have reached from the 30 years of experimenting
with performance-based assessments, the Real Engagement in Active Problem Solving
(REAPS) teaching model, and other methods for identifying and nurturing exceptional
talent is this: when considering exceptional talent in leadership, decisions must be made on
the basis of observations in real-world situations, not on the basis of self-reports of leadership
preferences and actions. Although what people say can be an indicator of their tendency
toward a particular style, what they do is more important.
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Abstract: This article defines the term twice-exceptional as being gifted (highly able) and having
challenges with learning or physical disabilities. The focus is on understanding these children, who
are brilliant in one way but at the same time in some situations are at risk. The biggest challenges
they face are misunderstanding and misdiagnosis. This article will assist those involved in the life
and education of twice-exceptional children to help light the way towards better understanding
them, focusing on their strengths and supporting them individually to change their life in an optimal
direction. One million of our nation’s most promising, innovative thinkers—children who learn
differently, not “deficiently”—constitute a neglected national resource.
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1. What Does It Mean to Be a Twice-Exceptional Child?

One definition of twice-exceptional children includes children who are identified as
gifted but demonstrate evidence of one or more disabilities. One might ask, how could
someone be gifted but have disabilities? In a performance-oriented education system, it is
unfortunately difficult to believe. Some educators argue that gifted students cannot also
have disabilities or special needs. Unfortunately, there is no consensus among educators
and psychologists for a comprehensive definition of gifted.

2. Who Is Gifted?

In Germany and some other countries, we define a child as gifted when the IQ is
higher than 130 but being gifted is more than just having a high IQ. In our center, The
Global Center for Gifted and Talented Children, we call a child Gifted when the IQ and
creativity are both high. In addition, we use a behavior checklist for Highly Gifted Children
and several interviews with the child, their parents, and teachers for additional important
information for the identification process. In some cases, we noticed that gifted children
with high IQs have disabilities in reading, Asperger’s, Autism, ADHD, and more. We call
these children 2e.

Some students with learning disabilities have considerable strengths in comparison
with their areas of weakness [1]. Such students are called twice-exceptional [2]. This was
the first mention of that term to describe students who were gifted and displayed learning
disabilities at the same time. However, even today, many psychologists still have a problem
with diagnosing gifted or 2e children. They tend to focus on performance or just on an IQ
score. This leads to misdiagnosis and can change a child’s life. There are many definitions
of twice-exceptionality, and the views of two educators, Sally Reis and Alexinia Baldwin,
will be briefly examined.

Twice-exceptional learners are students who demonstrate the potential for high
achievement or creative productivity in one or more domains such as math, science, tech-
nology, the social arts, the visual, spatial, or performing arts or other areas of human
productivity AND who manifest one or more disabilities as defined by federal or state
eligibility criteria [3]. These disabilities include specific learning disabilities, speech and lan-
guage disorders, emotional/behavioral disorders, physical disabilities, Autism Spectrum
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Disorders (ASD), or other health impairments, such as Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD). These disabilities and high abilities combine to produce a unique pop-
ulation of students who may fail to demonstrate either high academic performance or
specific disabilities. Their gifts may mask their disabilities, and their disabilities may mask
their gifts [3].

Identification of twice-exceptional students requires comprehensive assessment in both
the areas of giftedness and disabilities, as one does not preclude the other. Identification,
when possible, should be conducted by professionals from both disciplines and, when at
all possible, by those with knowledge about twice-exceptionality in order to address the
impact of coincidence/comorbidity of both areas on diagnostic assessments and eligibility
requirements for services.

Educational services must identify and serve both the high achievement potential and
the academic and social-emotional deficits of this population of students. Twice-exceptional
students require differentiated instruction, curricular and instructional accommodations or
modifications, direct services, specialized instruction, acceleration options, and opportuni-
ties for talent development that incorporate the effects of their dual diagnosis.

Twice-exceptional students require an individual education plan (IEP) or a 504-
accommodation plan with goals and strategies that enable them to achieve at a level
and rate commensurate with their abilities. This comprehensive education plan must
include talent development goals, compensation skills, and strategies to address their
disabilities and their social and emotional needs.

Twice-exceptional children are also defined as students showing evidence of excep-
tional ability and disability, which results in a unique set of circumstances [4]. Their
exceptional ability may dominate, hiding their disability, or their disability may dominate,
hiding their exceptional ability. Each may mask the other so that neither is recognized or
addressed. Twice-exceptional students may perform below, at, or above grade level, and
they require the following:

• Specialized methods of identification that consider the possible interaction of the
exceptionalities;

• Enriched/advanced educational opportunities that develop the child´s interests, gifts,
and talents while also meeting the child´s learning needs;

• Simultaneous support that ensures the child´s academic success and social and emo-
tional well-being, such as accommodations, therapeutic interventions, and specialized
instruction;

• Working successfully with this unique population requires specialized academic
training and ongoing professional development.

3. How Can We Recognize the Twice-Exceptional Learner?

Parents are the first contacts of the 2e children, and they recognize their gifts, potential,
talents, and disabilities as well. The 2e children have two seemingly paradoxical sets
of behaviors: high cognitive and creative abilities, as well as those associated with their
particular challenge area. Typical gifted behaviors include [5–10]:

• Sense of humor;
• Unusual alertness early in life;
• Strong long-term memory and short-term memory;
• Rapid learning and quick thinking;
• Large vocabulary and complex sentence structure for their age;
• Longer attention spans, persistence in subjects in which they are interested;
• Highly developed curiosity and asking limitless questions;
• Imaginary playmates and vivid imaginations;
• Wide range of interests;
• Experimentation and doing things differently;
• Unusual emotional depth, intense feelings, and reactions;
• Sense of idealism and justice at an early age;
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• Impatience with self or others;
• Talents in distinct domains, such as the arts, design, technology, robotics, writing,

mathematics;
• Self-teaching in reading and writing;
• Putting ideas or things together in ways that are unusual or not obvious (divergent

thinking);
• Enjoyment of solving problems;
• Self-criticism and perfectionism;
• These behaviors make them different from children of the same biological age;
• Typical disabilities diagnoses of 2e are
• SLD (Specific Learning Disabilities);
• ADHD (Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder);
• ODD (Oppositional Defiant Disorder);
• GAD (Generalized Anxiety Disorder);
• ASD (autism spectrum disorder).

4. Misdiagnoses and Missed Diagnoses

Some experts in gifted education contend that misdiagnoses stem primarily from
the widespread ignorance among otherwise well-meaning and well-trained professionals
about the social and emotional characteristics of gifted children and adults; as many as half
of gifted students with the diagnosis of ADHD are misdiagnosed [11].

In addition to misdiagnosis, there is the risk of a missed diagnosis. In Germany, many
psychologists focus only on performance and IQ results of tests, but this can lead to a wrong
diagnosis. In some situations, the student is not recognized or identified as gifted because
the disability serves to overshadow the intellectual or academic gift. In other situations, the
student is identified as gifted but not diagnosed as having a coexisting disability because
the advanced intellectual or academic abilities camouflage the disability. In both situations,
students are denied much-needed special services or programs as their twice-exceptional
status goes unrecognized [12].

With time, the difficulties 2e students may have can cause them to fall behind academ-
ically, become highly anxious and depressed, and even drop out of school. This situation
can lead to a downward spiral causing them to shut down, act out, or give up [5,13,14].

5. Brief Descriptive Summaries of Selected 2e Students

In the last 13 years of working with gifted children and particularly with 2e children in
the Global Center for Gifted and Talented Children, we have had many 2e clients, and some
of their cases will be shared here (and whose real names have been changed). Bulleted lists
look like this:

5.1. Noel

Noel´s mother contacted us and shared the following situation: Noel had problems in
kindergarten and school, fewer social skills than other children, and less empathy towards
other children. Because of his behavior and aggression, the school sent him to a psychiatrist.
He diagnosed him with ADHD and Asperger’s. When we met Noel, he was very rude and
disrespectful to his mother during the consulting session. He had no friends in school and
hated school. We tested him and noticed that he was highly gifted. His IQ was higher than
145. He had problems with noise, light, and many other things. The solution we planned
together with his parents was to move him from a public school to a private school with a
program for gifted children with some disorders. In a small group of children and a school
program supportive of individual needs, Noel´s behavior changed extremely fast in a good
direction. He changed his nutrition and daily program too. Some activities such as sport
and interest-based learning helped Noel to be more focused on his strengths. The situation
improved for him and his family.
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5.2. Tina

Tina was misdiagnosed in a university setting as gifted because of her high IQ. In the
afterschool program (Hort), she always fought with other children, refused to accept the
rules, hated homework, and never made eye contact when someone talked to her. Our
diagnosis was Asperger’s/Autism, which was not accepted by her mother. She was unable
to believe that the University had made a mistake. We were unable to solve the problem
because her mother refused to accept the fact that Tina was a 2e child.

5.3. Mike

Mike showed aggression in school, and the principal recommended that his parents
contact us. His mother was crying during the consulting session, and he showed no
empathy or any reaction to her distress. When we asked him if he liked his mother, he did
not answer. In school, he always fought with other children, and sometimes his teachers
and classmates were unable to control him. He could not explain his emotions or show
them. In some areas, he was very good at creating objects or informatics. The diagnosis was
2e with Autism. We contacted his school and his teachers and gave them some suggestions
on how to help Mike. He slowly learned to deal with normality and learned about emotions
and empathy. The individual support at home and in his school helped him a lot.

5.4. Tom

Tom´s mother contacted us and asked us to help her son, who had been diagnosed as
an ADHD child. The result of the test showed that his IQ and creativity were very high.
When asked to tell about his situation at home, we noticed that his mother pressured him
to learn the piano, which he hated a lot. He loved percussion. All his problems were based
on this situation that made him unhappy and the fact that he could not tell his mother
what he wanted. When we tried to find a solution together with his mother, the situation
improved, and there was no more sign of ADHD. He stopped his piano lessons, went to a
drawing class because he loved art, and he was very good at it. Everything became better
in a very short time after the family understood him and his needs.

6. How Can We Help Twice-Exceptional Children?

Parents are the first important contact to support a 2e child by laying the foundation of
how the child expects to interact with the world, and by setting a strong example, the parent
can help lead the child toward their full developmental potential. Many twice-exceptional
children have problems with finding friends, and parents may consider ways of filling the
peer gap for their child. It is important to help 2e children develop self-esteem and focus
on strengths rather than disabilities.

Many teachers in Germany have never learned about gifted children or twice-exceptional
children. They think that to be gifted means to be a high performer. How can they
understand a 2e child with high IQ or high creativity but who experiences challenges with
learning? In addition, the education system is highly focused on helping children with
handicaps rather than focusing on talents or potential. It is important to change situations
such as this in many countries and start with teacher training, workshops for parents, and
creating organizations for parents of twice-exceptional children to share their experiences
and learning with each other. The focus needs to be more on the solution rather than dealing
with all the problems. Creativity and flexibility, and thinking in a positive direction, can
help parents and educators to learn how to support gifted and twice-exceptional children.
Being a twice-exceptional child is frustrating sometimes when they understand that they
are different. In some cases, this might even lead to suicide (Webb et al., 2015). Yet, even
though having a 2e child might be particularly challenging, sometimes it has a beautiful
side as well if we try to find it and think positively.
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7. How Can We Help Twice-Exceptional Children?

In the Global Center for Gifted and Talented Children, we use different kinds of
methods to help gifted and twice-exceptional children:

• Solution-Oriented Therapy and Positive Emotions;
• Art Therapy;
• Animal-Assisted Therapy

8. Solution-Oriented Therapy

We have been inspired by the methods of Steve de Shazer and his wife Insoo Kim
Berg’s Solution-Focused Brief Therapy. We have always been interested in finding ways to
support families and children with special needs. De Shazer and Berg said problem talk
creates problems, but solution talk creates solutions [15]. At the highest level, there are
three key principles to working in a solution-focused way [15].

8.1. “If It Ain’t Broke, Don’t Fix It”

By broke, we mean somebody in the organization is dissatisfied and wants something
to be different. If this is the case, we start to work with the people who want something dif-
ferent and are prepared to do something about it—not the others (who may be ambivalent
or who do not see any need for improvement).

8.2. Once You Know What Works, Do More of It

When the solution is happening already, whether spontaneously, by accident, or even
only in part, we have priceless knowledge and should do more with it.

8.3. If It Is Not Working, Do Something Different

Although we usually make progress by using principle 2, just occasionally, something
else is required. It sounds simple, does it not? And it is. However, simple is not the
same as easy, and we are still surprised by the lure problem talk holds for those who want
differences in their lives and organizations and for those whose job it is to help find them.
We found that this method helps parents and children focus on solutions and keeps them
working on them. In a positive thinking environment, one can be more creative and come
up with solutions.

9. Broaden-and-Build Theory

The foundational research of Fredrickson led her to develop a theory on positive
emotions called the broaden-and-build theory [16]. The substance of this theory lies in
the notion that positive emotions play an essential role in our survival. Positive emotions,
such as love, joy, and gratitude promote new and creative actions, ideas, and social bonds.
When people experience positive emotions, their minds broaden, and they open up to
new possibilities and ideas. At the same time, positive emotions help people build their
well-being resources, ranging from physical to intellectual and social resources [16]. The
building part of this theory is tied to the findings that these resources are durable and
can be drawn upon later on, in different emotional states, to maintain well-being. The
theory suggests that negative emotions serve the opposite function of positive ones. When
threatened with negative emotions such as anxiety, fear, frustration, or anger, the mind
constricts and focuses on the imposing threat (real or imagined), limiting one’s ability to
be open to new ideas and build resources and relationships. Fredrickson draws on the
imagery of the water lily to beautifully illustrate her theory by saying:

“Just as water lilies retract when sunlight fades, so do our minds when positivity fades”.

(Fredrickson 2009, p. 55)

Solution-oriented therapy and positive thinking help many of our clients to find an
optimal way to deal with their situations and find a perfect solution.
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10. Art Therapy

Art therapy is another good method to help families and gifted children deal with
problems and solve them. Creativity in Gifted Children describes the importance of the
development of creativity and the use of Art therapy for gifted or twice-exceptional chil-
dren [17]. Silverman reported from her research that more than 80% of gifted children are
visual–spatial learners, and the use of their visual and spatial skills in art therapy is an
excellent strategy for parents and educators [10]. Gifted children are often creative as well
as intellectually capable and seem to find visual art a comfortable medium for working out
some of the things that trouble them.

The physical act of drawing, painting, chipping away stone, weaving fabric, and
spinning the wool is therapeutic and releases anxieties and reduces stress which, when
denied outlets, can become blocks to healthy emotional development. At the same time,
the freedom of artistic expression is a well-received change for gifted students, who are
often under pressure to achieve intellectually in a standardized curriculum. Art is one way
in which we can guide gifted children toward reconciling and integrating their inner and
outer conditions, the realities, and myths of themselves, in a nonverbal language unique to
them [18].

Spinning the wool trains concentration, develops fine motor skills, and increases a
level of relaxation.

11. Animal-Assisted Therapy

Learning about animal-assisted therapy (AAT) was one of the best ideas we have had
in the Global Center for Gifted and Talented Children, GCGTC. We have trained sheep and
alpacas to help gifted and twice-exceptional children. (Figures 1 and 2)

 
Figure 1. Spinning the wool (picture used with parental consent).
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Figure 2. Senija, the trained alpine stone sheep with our client, a gifted boy (picture used with
parental consent).

12. What Is Animal-Assisted Therapy?

Animal-Assisted Therapy uses animal companions and trained animals to help people
recover from health problems or manage certain medical conditions. AAT aims to improve
a person’s quality of life through the comfort and enjoyment of spending quality time with
animals. Assisted-therapy animals typically work with physical or occupational therapists
to help people reach specific goals.

13. What Children Can Benefit from AAT?

Animal-Assisted Therapy is useful for children with a wide range of physical, emo-
tional, and mental disabilities. Animal-assisted therapy has proven helpful for children
with the following conditions:

• Autism spectrum disorder;
• Asperger–Autism;
• Behavioral disorders;
• Cerebral palsy;
• Intellectual or developmental disabilities;
• Muscular dystrophy;
• Post-traumatic stress disorder;
• Traumatic brain injuries;
• ADHD

14. Benefits of AAT for Gifted and Twice-Exceptional Children

Research shows that animals have the natural ability to improve our mood, lower our
blood pressure, and provide a pleasurable rush of feel-good chemicals; for children with
special needs, animals play an incredibly important role [19,20]:

• Animals are naturally trusting;
• They do not judge us, humans, by our disabilities or gifts, talents, or abilities;
• Animals can pace our inner mood and energy very well;
• Animals reduce stress and help us to deal with anxiety;
• A number of skills can be improved during animal therapy sessions;
• The presence of animals in therapy provides psychological, emotional, social, and

physical benefits;
• AAT increased relaxation, self-esteem, and self-confidence;
• Animals help gifted children with depression;
• Improve joint movement;
• Reduce or alleviate pain;
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• Hone fine motor skills;
• Improve independent or assisted movement;
• Promote greater emotional stability;
• Reduce the feeling of isolation or loneliness;
• Increase the feeling of security, trust, happiness, and hope;
• Increase empathy, compassion, and nurturing;
• Improve verbal and nonverbal communication skills.

15. Research on the Use of Animal-Assisted Therapy

Charry-Sánchez, Pradilla, and Talero-Gutiérrez examined 26 studies with children:
10 with cerebral palsy, 9 with Autism, 2 with Down syndrome, 3 in pain, and 2 in other
conditions. They found, using qualitative analysis, that a small but significant contribution
was made by ATT in the management of these conditions [21].

Dalien described the results of research in which it was found that animals have the
natural ability to improve mood, lower blood pressure, and provide a pleasurable rush of
good chemicals in children with special needs. The author said that for a child with special
needs, relationships might be hard to develop, which is why animals can work their special
magic without the child knowing. Animals are naturally trusting and want to be accepted,
just as children do, and do not judge us, humans, by our disabilities or limitations. Dalien
said a few hours a day or week with an animal could do wonders for a child with special
needs [19].

Carrie Borzillo shares Dr. Lesli Preuss’ amazing story in the Samaritan Magazine of
how her dog grabbed at her neck, and after taking him to the vet for anger management,
the vet suggested she check with her doctor since the dog may have intuited something
was wrong. Preuss found she had a tumor in her neck. This is a powerful example of the
connection between animals and humans that can save lives. Preuss’ research includes
working with children with ADHD and Gifted and Asperger’s at her ranch for animal
therapy. The United Disabilities Service (UDS) found that animal therapy reduces anxiety,
provides motivation, and brightens spirits. Jaimie Bott, a Special Education Supervisor of
Mechanicsburg School district in Lancaster, PA, USA, said no one plays alone, the service
dogs find someone alone at recess and play with them, and the dogs greet the students as
they come into the school, setting a warm, friendly start of the day. The dogs they have in
four schools were trained and provided by UDS [22].

In her thesis on the benefits of animal-assisted therapy with Children in Special
Education at Bethel University, Erica Dolsey-Bugenhagen described how the presence of
an animal motivated and encouraged one student to be creative and innovative [20]. For
the first time, this student was able to create a project and complete it. Follow through and
completion were problems for this student and with ATT, he created a running course for a
rabbit, and his emotional meltdowns decreased.

What animals are used in animal-assisted therapy for Children? Dogs are the most
often used animals for AAT, but a variety of other animals are also used, including:

• Cats;
• Pigs;
• Rabbits;
• Birds;
• Fish;
• Llamas;
• Alpacas;
• Horses;
• Dolphins;
• Goats;
• Sheep
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16. Why Select Alpacas and Llamas for ATT?

It is well documented that holding and stroking animals can reduce blood pressure,
lower pulse rates, and alleviate feelings of tension and anxiety [21]. Animals offer attention
and unconditional acceptance; they are responsive, live in the ‘here and now’, and do not
mind who you are or what you look like.

Alpacas and llamas are intelligent and inquisitive but can also be reticent with humans
who fail to give adequate consideration to their needs. They are usually direct and honest,
but unlike humans, they are nonjudgmental and do not confuse verbal communications.
So, they are ideal for working with people who find themselves confused or threatened by
human relations, and many clients report they feel safer and less threatened by animals.
Being with animals can encourage nurturing and empathic traits, and for survivors of
abuse, they offer an opportunity for safe touch. Benefits of positive interactions between
people and alpacas and llamas are likely to include:

• Development of relationships and emotional bonds built on trust and respect;
• Improved mood, morale, and sense of self-worth;
• Better social interaction, reducing feelings of social isolation;
• Relief from anxiety and stress (slower heart rate and lower blood pressure);
• Learning new skills—nurturing and caring for animals appropriately;
• Self-esteem and confidence building.

Working alongside alpacas and llamas offers a different way of exploring difficult
and sensitive issues as clients may find it easier to express their feelings and recount
painful experiences.

Where clients are suffering from depression, research indicates the animals also have
the potential to draw the person out of themselves, either by watching, stroking, or speaking
to the animals, so they focus less on themselves and more on their external environment. So
rather than thinking and talking about themselves and their problems, they watch and talk
to (and about) the animals, changing the focus of interest and gaining positive attention,
as well as pleasure in handling them. https://simplyalpaca.co.uk/therapy/details.aspx?
positionId=113 (access on 12 December 2021). Figures 3 and 4 show some examples of
children with therapy animals.

 

Figure 3. Alpacas helped a twice-exceptional boy with ADHD to be calm (picture used with
parental consent).
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Figure 4. Gifted boy with llama, Qallas, hiking in the forest (picture used with parental consent).

17. Summary and Conclusions

The concept of twice-exceptionality can be a challenge for schools, families, and the
students themselves. However, this article outlined several considerations to ensure that
the needs of 2e students are met in the school environment. When teachers acknowledge the
strengths of the student before addressing their areas of need, there is a higher likelihood
of success for the student. If teachers provide access to challenging content in multiple
ways, 2e students may be more engaged. Additionally, acknowledging that 2e students
have unique social and emotional needs and finding ways to help them navigate social
situations in the school setting is critical for their long-term success [3].

Collaboration can help classroom teachers decipher between 2e students and gifted
underachievers. Once their needs are identified, the students can be supported when
special educators, gifted support personnel, and families exercise collaboration [23]. Con-
sidering a collaborative approach to meet the unique needs and strengths of each 2e student
maximizes their opportunities for success in the school environment.

By understanding their own talents, 2e children build self-confidence, create positive
identities, and find like-minded friends. These are essential strategies for coping with
their challenges, finding their path in life, and being able to pursue their dreams. To meet
the needs of these children, there must be a paradigm shift from a remediation or deficit
model to a strength-based model of education. This is particularly true as a growing
body of research demonstrates that learning disabilities coexist with unique learning
strengths. These children need programs and schools that transform the research on twice-
exceptionality into a daily commitment to combine academic rigor with individualized
accommodations and adaptations.

Twice-exceptional children need individual support based on their individual needs
and requirements. It is important to recognize their problems and work on solutions
together with their parents and school, teachers, and educators. Animal-assisted therapy
cannot stand on its own but is a complement to art therapy, coaching, and the development
of plans. In our experience at our Global Center, we support the strengths of 2e children,
which help to improve their well-being, show their potential, and help them to deal with
normality without depicting them as weak links of society. Twice-exceptional children need
an education that fits their needs, and it is in all our interests to provide it.
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Abstract: Understanding of the complexity of gifted students who present with an intersection
of unique profiles of abilities and challenges, cultural, ethnic, gender and linguistic perspectives,
learning experiences across contexts and personal expectations remains a challenge in identifying and
serving diverse gifted students. Training teachers to recognize talent and high ability in these diverse
populations remains a central problem in addressing issues of underrepresentation and providing a
differentiated curriculum to meet their unique needs. The use of scenarios and simulations offers
ways to observe, engage, interact and practice strategies in the post-pandemic online and hybrid
learning modes, as demonstrated through a simulated classroom of diverse gifted learners. Presented
here are ways to ensure that the scenarios and simulations can be designed to be authentic and present
cases that approximate real students so that teachers can transcend the ‘pretense’ into ‘belief’ with
real lessons and develop knowledge and skills to address the needs of underserved gifted students.

Keywords: underserved; gifted; authentic; scenarios; simulations

1. Key Questions

Several questions need to be addressed when examining how to train teachers for
the authentic recognition of underserved gifted students. How can teachers be trained to
understand the full complexity of each of these unique diverse learners, especially those
who are immigrants and English Language Learners (ELL)? What are the most effective
methods to address stereotypes, myths and misconceptions about diverse students to
bring about attitude changes and lead teachers to effectively identify and refer students
for assessment for gifted services and programs? How can teachers be trained to develop
services and curricula that are most meaningful, appropriate and challenging for these
unique learners in relation to their individual profiles? What are the specific strategies that
need to be included for students from low-income backgrounds and for English learners in
the context of low-income schools (Title I)?

2. Introduction

As we emerge into a post-pandemic era, we can examine the lessons learned about
ways to engage students in authentic learning and to train teachers. Teachers and students
have been swept into crisis mode—a paradigm shift that resulted in acquiring skills for
new learning management systems and applications as they strive to bridge online, hybrid,
face-to-face and partially in-person modes of learning. In addition, this period generated
an age of social criticism and activism directed towards a range of social issues prevalent in
the media. Arguments are being debated about “going back” to pre-pandemic learning
modes with in-person attendance versus the continuation of online learning and its benefits
or drawbacks. Educators have argued that we are entering a new set of experiences in
learning, in which the focus should be on the core objectives and mission of learning and
then the selection of content that is both current and historical and choosing from the wide
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range of possible learning opportunities that make the most meaning [1]. Central also to
this is the issue of accessibility to and affordability of online learning options, especially in
relation to increased levels of poverty and disparity in language and literacy skills.

Also emerging at the forefront of gifted education is the renewed focus on underserved
gifted learners from diverse populations, with some districts in the United States question-
ing inequity and access and threatening the continuation of advanced and gifted programs.
A report entitled ‘Access Denied: System Failure’ by Gentry and Colleagues [2] on the
inequity in identification of gifted underserved students in the United States introduced
the concept of ‘missingness’, stating:

“We define missingness as students who could/should have been identified, based on the
percentages identified in each state on average (lower boundary) and at the higher rate of
identification in Non-Title I schools (upper boundary). Missing students come from two
sources: Schools in which students have no access to identification (schools that do not
identify students) and schools in which some groups of students are under-identified.” [2]

What is also needed is a closer examination of the individual characteristics of these
diverse students, whose profiles present a complex interplay of abilities, interests and
motivations infused with cultural, national, multilingual, gender and socio-economic
factors and unique personalities.

3. What Is ‘Real’ or ‘Authentic’ Learning?

The assumption exists that the most meaningful learning should be ‘hands-on’, ‘real-
world’ or ‘experiential’—terms that often appear in popular media without an examination
of the depth of thinking and inquiry that should be integrated, especially for gifted learners.
John Dewey [3,4], with his pragmatic approach to learning, advocated for experiential
learning: “Give the pupils something to do, not something to learn; and the doing is of such a
nature as to demand thinking; learning naturally results”, but at the same time, he stressed
the need for this to be inquiry- and problem-based: “We only think when confronted with a
problem” and “We do not learn from experience, we learn from reflecting on an experience” [3].
During the pandemic, many online opportunities were developed with extensive virtual
field trips from core museums and institutes with online activities and learning. In addition,
a range of innovative approaches included a hybrid of actual and virtual learning, while
place-based education developed with some schools and programs emerging that took
place outside or in natural surroundings (many schools were encouraged to move outdoors
during the pandemic). Leder [5] describes the curriculum and benefits to young children
in a kindergarten school set in a forest in Denmark. However, as most teachers will attest,
going on a field trip in itself does not necessarily result in automatic depth of learning—the
way that observation is integrated into thinking, inquiry and problem-solving and results
in student productivity is essential to develop meaning. Kaplan [6] has clarified the
importance of prompts of depth and complexity within a learning experience to focus
attention and clarify meaning in relation to both content and skill-related learning. Hence,
in the use of scenarios and simulations, these prompts can be generated to steer student
perceptions and understanding towards greater depth and complexity in learning, which
is especially relevant for gifted students.

The question that arises, “What is real learning?”, is contemplated by the philosopher
David Chalmers [7] with regard to the impact of virtual worlds, a topic explored in his
book entitled Reality+ that argues for the use of augmented, immersed and virtual learning
to confirm notions of authentic learning. Galindo [1] clarifies the term ‘authentic’ in terms
of a Constructivist approach, as stated on his website: “Authentic Learning describes learning
activities that are either carried out in real-world contexts, or have high transfer to a real-world set-
ting” (https://ablconnect.harvard.edu/authentic-learning; accessed on 10 December 2021).
In addition, this learning should have personal relevance to connect to the worlds of the
learner, as well as cultural relevance, and it should be student-centered to allow students to
generate and explore situations themselves.
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Teachers have striven to create a bridge into the ‘real world’ in the classroom by
developing scenarios, often with the use of role play, to bring the learning ‘to life’ and
engage students for deeper understanding. However, scenarios are only as good as their
approximation to real conditions or cases and subject to a range of criteria. Many authors
have described ways to develop meaningful scenarios and case studies. In the training of
teachers in professional learning for differentiation in gifted education, Weber, Behrens
and Boswell [8] have presented a wide range of case studies that examine multiple themes,
topics and issues in gifted education. These relate to how to provide differentiation across
different contexts for students with individual needs, aiming for authentic learning to
improve appropriate placements, services and curricula for gifted students. How to bridge
the ‘pretense’ through case studies with the reality of teaching in a diverse school with all
its complexity remains a challenge.

4. Scenario-Based Learning

Several authors have clarified the ways that scenarios can be used for learning across
a of range of disciplines and subjects. Stewart [9] has developed a set of guidelines that
clarify the process: a storyline is presented around a complex problem that students need
to solve, then they provide a written or oral reflection and self-assessment on the process.
This author presents beginning steps: identify the learning outcomes; decide on format;
choose a topic; identify the trigger event or situation; peer review the scenario. Taking
the use of case studies to another level, Scenario-Based Learning (SBL) is clarified in a
curriculum by Sheppard and Schar [10] at the Design Education Lab at Stanford University
in a four-module pedagogical process: the scenario or story description of the situation
(case study) in which protagonists struggle with a real-world problem with information
and instruction; a lab activity in teams (hands-on lab); team discussions to explore ways
to complete the tasks (reflections and observations); a homework assignment in which
students synthesize their learning. In an introduction to teaching using scenarios, Ada
Lovelace Day [11] describes what should be included: an introduction with facts behind
the scenario; desired learning outcomes; a fictional scenario; the situation, key questions,
fictional stakeholders; the task set; activities; resources (this includes examples of how core
issues such as gender can be presented in several possible scenarios).

5. ‘TeachLivE’ Technology—From Pretense to Belief

TeachLivE is a project developed through the University of Central Florida Center for
Research in Education Simulation Technology, under the Synthetic Reality Lab (SREAL) at
the Institute of Simulation and Training at UCF. As stated on their website:

“TLE TeachLivE™ is a mixed-reality classroom with simulated students that provides
teachers the opportunity to develop their pedagogical practice in a safe environment
without placing real students at risk. To our knowledge, this lab is currently the only
one in the country using a mixed-reality environment to prepare or retrain pre-service
and in-service teachers. The use of TLE TeachLivE™ Lab has also been instrumental in
developing transition skills for students with significant disabilities, providing immediate
feedback through bug-in-ear technology to pre-service teachers, developing discrete trial
skills in pre-service and in-service teachers and preparing teachers in the use of STEM-
related instructional strategies.” (https://sites.google.com/view/teachlive/history;
accessed 10 July 2022)

Stemming from the use of virtual puppetry in teacher training in 2005, the UCF College
of Education and College of Engineering and Computer Science initiated remote, virtual
avatar-mediated, human-to-human communication initiated by ‘interactors’. Extensive
research has since emerged with the development of augmented reality (AR) and the Teach-
LivE virtual environment of classrooms of avatars from 2010 that shows the wide range
of applications of this technology to training teachers, especially those from exceptional
education. Hayes and colleagues [12] examined the concept of “presence, engagement and
ludus” in the Mixed Reality Environment (MRE) that included emerging technologies in
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their research on exploring TLE TeachLivE on effective teacher training. The simulated
classroom includes a ‘suspension of disbelief’ that goes beyond the ‘pretense’ of the scenario
into presence and immersion. As they state:

“The TLE TeachLivE™ technology allows the virtual classroom to be populated with
students who represent a range of ages, cultures, backgrounds, abilities and behaviors,
enabling teachers to practice with students that reflect their target population.” [12]

These authors [12] expand on the role of playfulness without generating real con-
sequences or negative impact in a classroom or school; teachers can explore a range of
strategies, activities and communication with students as avatars in a safe environment,
resulting in a pleasurable learning experience. While they are interacting with these avatars
in the simulation, they go through a process that moves from playfulness or ‘pretense’
to a learning experience that ‘suspends their disbelief’. Teachers begin to relate to these
case studies as real students and generalize their understandings and insights to their own
students, gaining a depth of knowledge of diverse gifted students from other cultures and
countries. This is dependent on the virtual students being presented with fidelity through
extensive interactor training to portray the behavior, motivations and reactions of students
they present. Research conducted by Dieker, Grillo, Ramlakhan and Eriksson [13] demon-
strated the impact of using virtual and simulated environments in a science, technology,
engineering and mathematics (STEM) summer camp of targeted diverse secondary science
students from low socioeconomic backgrounds who were considered gifted with strong
potential in these future STEM fields.

6. Demonstration of the Use of Scenarios in a Virtual Classroom: Project ELEVATE

Project ELEVATE, ‘English Language Excellence eVolving through Advanced Teacher
Education’, a USDOE Jacob K. Javits Grant (2015–2021), set about addressing core questions
and objectives, as stated on their website in the mission:

“The goal of PROJECT ELEVATE is to scale up the percentage of English Learners
(ELL) and Economically Disadvantaged (ED or Title I) students who are identified for
gifted services and to infuse the curriculum for developing intercultural excellence for
diverse learners. Centered on best practices in gifted education, the project will present all
students in treatment schools with alternative methods for identification of giftedness and
ensure the foundation for developing excellence”. (https://assistelevateucf.wixsite.
com/giftedatucf/project-elevate; accessed 10 July 2022)

Implemented in collaboration with a school district in Florida, the UCF Project EL-
EVATE team focused on the professional development of teachers across ten elementary
(K-5 grades) and two middle (6–8 grades) schools (low-income Title I). The goal was to
‘elevate’ the knowledge and understanding of all teachers in treatment schools about the
learning ability of students who are classified as English Language Learners (ELL) and
Educationally Disadvantaged (ED) through professional development experiences to trans-
form deficit views and overcome misconceptions, specifically related to language skills
and challenges in low-income populations. The district used the Florida Department of
Education (2013) [14] guidelines for determining eligibility for gifted services in addition
to an extended matrix of multiple measures used to identify students from low-income
populations and English Learners (termed Plan B), but this has not addressed the underrep-
resentation of diverse gifted learners in urban schools [15]. In Project ELEVATE, each school
selected teams of teachers to receive specialized training after school and on weekends as
Teacher Leaders across three treatments. Year 1 and 2 (2015–2017) included high-needs
populations from the five lowest income level urban schools (Treatment 1). Year 3 and
4 (2018–2019) included low-income schools with high percentages of English Language
Learners (Treatment 2). Year 5 and extension 6 (2020–2021) included two low-income
middle schools with high percentages of ELL (Treatment 3).

As the recognition of high ability in learners who need advanced challenges in cur-

ricula plays such an important role in referral for assessment, identification and talent
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development, this key objective took priority in training these teacher leaders in the treat-
ment groups as well as the school-based training of all the teachers in all 12 schools (based
on the Florida State and district guidelines for identification). This extensive program of
specialized professional development included presentations and workshops from the UCF
faculty team on ‘Diversity in Gifted Education’, ‘Schoolwide Enrichment and Acceleration’,
‘Innovative Methodology’ and ‘Multi-faceted Identification’ and also science, technology,
engineering, art and math (STEAM). An important part of this training included the use
of scenarios, case studies and virtual simulations in order to meet project objectives. To
achieve this within each school, the UCF team trained all teachers in the treatment schools
in differentiation, the Schoolwide Enrichment Model [16] and acceleration and how to iden-
tify gifted learners from marginalized populations. An innovative approach was designed
using a virtual simulated classroom of gifted avatars developed with technology from the
TeachLivE program.

7. Developing the Simulated Gifted Classroom

The UCF Project ELEVATE team collaborated with the UCF Center for Research in
Education Simulation Technology (CREST) and the Synthetic Reality Lab (SREAL) at the
Institute for Simulation and Training in 2015 to design a virtual interactive classroom to
‘bring to life’ five diverse gifted students from low-income backgrounds and different
cultures, four of whom were immigrants with varying levels of English competence. In
the design, real data stemming from gifted students were abstracted and provided by
the district (anonymous, confidential) and formed the basis for generating case studies to
represent five cultural backgrounds and five countries of origin (Mexico, Brazil, Ireland,
South Africa and Korea), each with a range of diverse needs and levels of giftedness. These
were further added to by an expansion of scenarios, which included an elaboration of the
places, schools, cultures and countries where they originated and also specific lifestyles,
interests, hobbies and levels of achievement and challenges faced when transitioning to
schools in the USA. The students were also assigned personality profiles with unique
motivations, behaviors, mannerisms, interests, concerns and cultural references. The
avatars that had already been used previously in training for ELL were selected to represent
four cases. A unique avatar was created using a real gifted student whose parents gave
permission and supplied photographs and videos to draw and develop for the avatar
from South Korea (an educational experience for this student, who found the experience
both entertaining and stimulating). After the scenarios were created and the ‘interactors’
trained to present these avatars with fidelity, the scenarios were reviewed and tested and
presented to individuals from these actual countries to check for authenticity to prevent
misconceptions and stereotypes. Pilot studies were completed to ensure the relevance
of the immersive experience with teams of teachers. The simulations took place in both
the teacher leadership training for each teacher leader and within every school in grade-
level teams. Stages of professional development included three forums that addressed:
‘Gifted versus High-Achiever’; ‘Underachievement and Overachievement’; and ‘Levels of
Giftedness’. Stage 1 included a presentation of key issues; Stage 2 was the live interaction
in the ‘ELEVATE Gifted Simulated Classroom’; Stage 3 included discussions and debates;
Stage 4 was consensus building in each grade level team in response to questions; Stage 5
was a posting to the ‘ecampus’ (learning management) website and review of the responses
of all other grade level teams (60 elementary school and 12 middle school grade level teams
across 12 schools or 72 teams). This was followed by a workshop on ‘Designing Educational
Plans and Differentiated Curricula for Individual Case Studies’.

The use of this discussion board allowed any school team to view the responses of the
other teams and their reflections, and to develop their own perspectives and curriculum
planning in relation to each of the interactions with these avatars. The use of consensus
allows each participant to question their own assumptions about diverse students from
different cultures and to observe the characteristics displayed in relation to levels of achieve-
ment and giftedness in the case studies. This process facilitates the transition from the
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‘pretense’ or playfulness in the simulation to making this directly relevant to their actual
students, a process known as “suspension of disbelief” [10], as stated above.

The website shows the original avatar case studies and includes details of the pro-
files and activities that can be used for training teachers (https://assistelevateucf.wixsite.
com/giftedatucf/project-elevate; accessed 10 July 2022). To examine the impact of the
simulation, a content analysis of the grade level team posts was analyzed in relation to
core issues: misconceptions and stereotypes about diverse, underserved gifted students;
levels of achievement and underachievement of the case studies; levels of giftedness; and
the individual educational planning of services and a curriculum for each case study. The
content analysis of the forum postings shows the move from ‘pretense’ to ‘presence’ to
‘belief’, whereby the case studies were discussed as if they were real students and awareness
of their needs was developed.

One group wrote that:

“Eudora displays many indicators of an underachieving gifted student. She
struggles to find the motivation to want to succeed in the classroom. She shares
about the content not being ‘important for real life’. However, she does share her
interest in plants that show she can be curious when it comes to certain topics. She
also appears to be struggling with the transition to the American classroom. It’s

possible she may have been viewed as highly intelligent in her native country,

but not so much here. Therefore, it might be easier for her not to put herself

out there for fear of confirming this lesser image of her.”

One group recognized Marta’s talents, sharing that:

“Marta shows her highly gifted abilities through her empathy for other countries
and their experiences. She is very focused on communication and how her ability
to communicate can be perceived. She has strong problem solving and interest to
share how to solve issues through research and writing”.

Similarly, another group noted that:

“Ji-Ho also displays some of the characteristics of the profoundly gifted learner.
He shares that he has skipped multiple grade levels and that the current course
load still isn’t near as challenging for him. He also described his advanced
musical ability which has developed much faster than his peers”.

8. Impact of Project ELEVATE

A mixed methods approach was used to determine the effectiveness of the professional
development training. Subjects included groups of teacher leaders selected from the
12 treatment schools (29 in Treatment 1; 36 in Treatment 2; 11 in Treatment 3), with a
control group of 100 teachers in matched schools in the district. In addition, teachers in
all schools received training in the ELEVATE TeachLivE Gifted Simulated classroom in
grade level teams (511 in Treatment 1; 462 in Treatment 2; 500 in Treatment 3). Research
on the impact of this training showed the percentage growth in numbers of students
being identified from these diverse populations who previously would have been ignored:
overall gifted +/−30%; English Language Learner (ELL) gifted +/−148%; Economically
Disadvantaged (ED) gifted +/−113% [17,18]. In addition, research on the impact of the
professional learning of the teacher leaders across pre-post testing showed significant gains
on measures of self-efficacy as a teacher of the gifted (p = 0.003) and their knowledge
of the Culturally, Linguistically, Educationally Disadvantaged (CLED) gifted (p = 0.013)
amongst a range of measures. Project ELEVATE has demonstrated that specific training of
teacher leaders in understanding the nature of giftedness through case studies of diverse
learners and knowledge about a broadened approach to identifying giftedness has had
a very significant impact on the numbers of students identified. These were students
who were previously overlooked and did not receive appropriate services. This research
and approach have demonstrated that the project has led to a closing of the gaps for
underserved gifted learners in this district and state. In addition, a greater impact also took
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place whereby English learners were recognized and identified using a matrix of multiple
measures specifically developed for this population. The core objective of overcoming
deficits in teacher awareness, knowledge and skills has been demonstrated in this project.
As the simulation developed for this specific purpose included the use of case studies from
within the parameters of this specific district, the use of these avatars and their abstracted
profiles may not be generalized to other populations of diverse students. Further research
is needed to determine the impact of this TeachLivE technology across districts and in other
states or contexts.

9. Relevance for Training Teachers—Scripting Meaningful Scenarios

Beyond the use of this Mixed-Reality Environment (MRE), the case studies and this
approach can still be used without the technology to address training and professional learn-
ing. The Project ELEVATE website contains each case study and scenario with individual
profiles for exploration and discussion with corresponding questions and activities.

When scripting scenarios that include case studies of students who are immigrants
and ELL, it is essential to use reviewers from their country of origin to ensure accuracy
in presenting the unique education systems and expectations, the language accuracy and
diversity, the cultural context and family expectations, and the type of curriculum used
in that country. In addition, caution must be taken not to use a single case study to
stereotype an entire country or culture and to ensure that the multiple perspectives are
well-represented.

There are several ways to create meaningful scenarios, as suggested in the following
strategies and guidelines. These can also be used to formulate criteria to determine the
authenticity of the scenarios and simulations (Table 1).

Table 1. Criteria to determine ‘authentic’ scenarios and simulations.

Gather Data and Perspectives:
Research actual cases of students and examine the complex interplay of factors in their profiles.
Research the places related to their culture and linguistic heritage.
Research literature, virtual field trips and resources that would provide a background of knowledge about their cultures.
Read stories, diaries or letters written by someone with a similar background.
Examine the assumptions about gender roles and family expectations.
Learn some basic greetings and gestures from their linguistic background.
Visit, virtually or in field, the actual places and spaces that impacted their knowledge base.
Where possible, attend cultural events that would highlight lifestyles and celebrations.
Examine their schools and educational systems with ways that they were assessed and how achievement is defined.
Engage directly either in-person or online with individuals from their background to compare cultures, classrooms and
learning experiences.
Talk to teachers from their background who share their cultural and class expectations.
Develop a set of objectives and infuse issues
Create a system to tabulate or chart the complex range of perspectives that infuse:
Abilities—infuse the levels of giftedness.
Achievements—infuse underachievers, selective consumers and high achievers.
Personality—infuse socio-emotional issues.
Gender roles and non-binary or heterosexual assumptions.
Cultural and religious traditions and family.
Language—the range of ELL levels or cultural linguistic perspectives and heritage.
Script the context and place:
Choose a specific location—the town/city/region/climate—make it as real as possible to develop a virtual field trip.
Choose a specific school and describe what it looks like, etc.
Choose a specific curriculum and describe it—need for research on what already exists.
Choose a place of residence.
Develop a side-by-side comparison of the scenario context with the local school setting or school district.

55



Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 532

Table 1. Cont.

Script the personal scenario:
Examine a real profile and create a student with a similar set of abilities, achievements and motivations while maintaining complete
confidentiality (abiding by FERPA rules).
Choose a specific personality to distinguish ability from personality (you may want to consult personality inventories).
Develop a range of their classwork—some writing examples, essays they may have written, even handwriting, their answers to
introductory activities, etc.
You can choose a specific cursive font for each case study.
Ensure that some of the nuances of language use are infused (e.g., British English versus Standard American English).
Complete an interest inventory for your case study.
Infuse core issues, conflicts, incidents and challenges into the scenario that would generate a discussion on what may have
impacted them.
Craft an image—select a range of possible images of the case study from online photographs and then create a unique visual
image—this could also be a drawing or graphic compilation.
Script a possible interview:
Set the stage—describe where or when this first meeting with the case will take place.
Write some core questions that teachers often use to get to know their students.
Present an activity to engage the case study—fictitious ice-breakers, etc.
Script a meeting with family members or ask the case to describe their family and heritage.
Test the Scenario:
Engage someone from the same background to review the script and the scenario.
Check for errors, misconceptions, limited perspectives and stereotypes.
Ask for corrections and contributions to make this more authentic.
Ask for a review from a teacher from their background, culture or country.
Field test the scenario in a forum with a group of teachers.
Implement the training using the scenario:
Use a collaborative lesson study approach [19] in which teachers work together to clarify core objectives before completing the
training, and then reflect after the training.
Invite the teachers to add to this checklist or develop a set of guidelines.

Adapted from Eriksson [20,21].

10. The Future—Infusing Simulation and Reality

We already live in a world in which what we think, do and achieve is monitored,
documented and managed, often covertly. Many devices are already on our wrists for
monitoring health, exercise and medical status or are implanted for living effectively,
such as hearing implants and prosthetics. Research continues on how learning takes
place, examining eye focus, levels of attention, motivations and behaviors—observations
well-known and manipulated by social media. As this blending continues, so will the
blending of what is considered ‘pretense’ merge with ‘belief’ to create new ways of knowing,
experiencing and learning—a thrilling but intimidating prospect, where authenticity and
altruism need to come together.
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Abstract: The definitions and implementation of differentiated curricula and instruction for gifted and
talented students have been affected by a myriad of philosophical and institutional factors defined by
educators, community members, and gifted and talented students. The ramifications of these factors
affect the focus and subsequent objectives and outcomes of differentiated curricula and instruction
for gifted and talented students. A set of questions regarding the structure and implications of
differentiated curricula and instruction for gifted and talented students are presented. Concepts such
as specificity versus generalization, transfer of training, and conflict of interests are discussed and
exemplified theoretically, philosophically, and pragmatically to respond to these questions.
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1. Introduction

Tyler identified four basic questions that needed to be addressed in his seminal work
regarding principles of curriculum and instruction [1]:

1. What educational purposes should the school seek to attain?
2. What educational experiences should be provided that are likely to attain these

purposes?
3. How can these educational experiences be effectively organized?
4. How can we determine whether these purposes are being attained?

“Challenging”, “enrichment”, “complexity”, “individualized and personalized”, “ac-
celerated”, “creative and critical thinking”, and “process and product” are some of the
common terms associated with the concept of differentiation. How and why these terms are
included in or excluded from the definition and implementation of differentiated curricula
for gifted and talented students will be addressed in relation to the implications of Tyler’s
questions, as well as questions derived from examining the philosophy and practices that
promote or deter differentiation, which are as follows:

1. What are the primary and multiple purposes related to differentiating curricula and
instruction for gifted and talented students?

2. How can the acceptance and implementation of differentiated curricula and instruc-
tion for gifted and talented students facilitate and compliment the basic or rudimen-
tary curriculum defined for all students across subjects and grade levels?

3. How can teachers be educated to affectively and effectively develop the expertise
needed to implement a differentiated curriculum?

4. How can the academic, personal, and social responses and outcomes of gifted and
talented students as participants in differentiated curricular and instructional expe-
riences be clearly understood and communicated to students, educators, and the
community?

Some of the significant factors affecting differentiation for gifted and talented students
are the political, social, cultural, and economic perspectives that consistently affect and
shape general education. The consequences of these perspectives have far-reaching impli-
cations for both educators and gifted and talented students. These perspectives have the
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potential to define and redefine the dimensions that collectively impact and subsequently
affect the policies, funding, anticipated goals or outcomes, and appropriate curricular and
pedagogical practices responsive to gifted and talented students. However, the political,
social, cultural, and economic factors that shape perceptions appear to affect verbiage more
easily than they impact classroom curricular and pedagogical practices. The effect of these
perceptions on changes in a district’s curricular and pedagogical rhetoric are noted in the
form of mission statements, policies, and the calendar of professional activities. It appears
that the contemporary perspectives regarding the education of the gifted and talented are
more readily accepted in print and professional discussions by educational institutions
than as features impacting gifted and talented students in the classroom.

Grants and projects, research-based dissemination, journal articles, books, and general
and topic-specific conferences affect the perceptions of educators about curricula and
pedagogy that impact the gifted and talented. While the receptivity to the rhetoric appears
to change perceptions, the same rhetoric is slower to affect changes in practice within the
context of the classroom, or in services rendered to gifted and talented students across
subjects and grade levels. The factors that possibly inhibit the translation from rhetoric to
practice can be examined with regard to a set of conceptual factors such as specificity and
generalizability, transfer of training, curricular and pedagogical equity, conflicts of interest,
and the process of change.

2. Specificity versus Generalizability

The dissemination of a curriculum and pedagogy designed and researched to differen-
tiate educational opportunities to meet the needs of gifted and talented students is often
presented to teachers with an intensity of appropriateness for only gifted and talented
students. The intensity of the curriculum’s appropriateness for the gifted and talented
can disassociate it from its potential application to other learners within the context of
the same classroom. The perceived need to distinguish and separate the differentiated
curriculum and pedagogy from all other students results in the hesitancy of teachers to
fully translate the differentiated curriculum and pedagogy into practice in a heterogenous
classroom. What about the other students’ needs, interests, and abilities? One means to
respond to a teacher’s anxiety surrounding inclusion, rather than exclusion, regarding the
implementation of the differentiated curriculum and pedagogy, is to discuss the “spill-over
effect” [2], or the many and varied ways that the differentiated curriculum and pedagogy
as a whole, or in segments, can be provided appropriately to students other than the
gifted and talented within the classroom context. In addition, there is a need to amend
the differentiated curriculum and pedagogy to meet the diversity of interests, needs, and
abilities among gifted and talented students.

The decision to implement a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy, originally de-
signed for gifted and talented students, to all students in a classroom as a means to provide
the opportunity for every student to demonstrate their potential was examined in a research
study conducted by the researcher in 2021 [3]. This method of applying a differentiated
curriculum and pedagogy was used to uncover potential among students in the early
years and was the primary objective of the study [3]. The project focused on distributing
pedagogical tools and differentiated curricular lessons to teachers to give kindergarten
to second grade students opportunities to show abilities that the core curriculum did not
easily reveal [3]. The district’s reliance on formal indicators of abilities such as achievement
and intellectual scores were given more credibility to define a student’s potential as gifted
and talented than were the teacher’s observations and acknowledgments of these abilities
derived from the implementation of the project’s differentiated curriculum and pedagogy.
The lack of the translation of the teacher’s curricular evidence of students’ abilities into a
formal indicator of these students as gifted and talented was a consequence of many issues.
There are instances when evidence from a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy have
not affected policies and procedures in time or over time. The development of policies that
affect the acceptance and utilization of new and/or different curricular and pedagogical
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practices has been delayed due to the layers of decision-making and institutional situations
that are often not considered during the development and implementation of a new and
innovative differentiated curriculum and pedagogy. The implementation of a differentiated
curriculum and pedagogy as a non-traditional measure in the early years has become a fea-
ture of conversation and is practiced by teachers who were involved in the project. To date,
the impact of the differentiated curriculum and pedagogy from this project has not been
realized beyond the teachers who participated in the project. This project, which has not
yet been translated into curricular change beyond its original context, highlights a broader
problem in which differentiated curricular and pedagogical practices are sometimes only
continued within the districts, schools, and classrooms in which they were practiced and
researched. The dissemination of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy should not
depend only on identified teachers who willingly implement these practices. Teachers need
to be taught the nature of advocacy and the role of an advocate in order to disseminate these
curricular and pedagogical practices. The role of the advocate should include the nature of
collegial interactions, language patterns and debate methodologies, and presentation skills.

3. Transfer of Training

Importantly, the gap that results from the translation of a differentiated curriculum
and pedagogy into classroom practices can be a result of the many and varied profes-
sional development opportunities that rival rather than support or reinforce each other.
For example, a 2010 project that focused on the use of an array of different models of
teaching to affect new forms of differentiated curricula and pedagogies was presented
to teachers without commensurately demonstrating how these practices are aligned to
other varied mandatory practices presented during professional development meetings [4].
In some cases, the professional development experiences compete or conflict with rather
than complement each other. Teachers have either implemented the ideas gleaned from
professional development meetings in isolation or have placed these ideas “on hold”, so
to speak, until the teacher can determine how and when to connect or associate them
with their current curriculum and pedagogy. The challenge posed by the lack of transfer
from training experience to classroom practice can be resolved for districts and schools by
providing professional development experiences that demonstrate where, when, how, and
why the newly acquired curricula and pedagogies relate to and complement each other.
Joyce VanTassel-Baska and her colleagues’ observations of 329 classrooms revealed that
teachers employed differentiated strategies with some effectiveness and that more work
is necessary for teacher preparation and administrative support to ensure teachers meet
gifted students needs through differentiated instruction [5]. The analysis of the work of
VanTassel-Baska and her colleagues emphasizes the continuous need for professional de-
velopment for teachers in order to consistently provide opportunities to develop expertise
and to master the integration of sophisticated and differentiated instructional strategies
into the curriculum.

Data collected from the participating second, third, and fourth grade teachers reflect
their conflicting beliefs regarding the integration of a differentiated curriculum and peda-
gogy into existing core curricular lessons (Table 1). School and district sanctions related to
academic performance indicators were a significant factor in determining where and when
in the core lesson differentiation could take place [4]. The lack of congruence between the
intent of the differentiated curriculum and pedagogy and the teacher’s implementation
of the curriculum and pedagogy could be the result of differences between the goals of
the curriculum and the teacher’s philosophical beliefs. A teacher whose educational belief
is aligned to a child-centered, inquiry-based philosophy might respond differently to the
features of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy than a teacher who is aligned to a
didactic, group-oriented teaching frame of reference. A necessary variable to consider in
the design, development, and implementation of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy
is the clarity of the definition and comprehension of its dominant philosophical objective.
Perceptions of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy are often the result of a mismatch
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between the philosophical approach of the curriculum and the philosophical belief of
the educator.

Table 1. Teachers’ Perceptions of When to Implement Differentiated Instruction.

Teachers’ Perceptions of When to Implement Differentiated Instruction

After a Basic Lesson
Within a

Standards-Based
Lesson

Replacement to a
Core Lesson

Not Sure

F % F % F % F %

29 18% 78 48% 47 29% 10 6%
Note: F is the number of participant responses to each question in the survey. From “Using Models of Teaching to
Improve Student Achievement” [4].

4. Conflicts of Interests

Teachers are often confronted by curricular decisions that result in a conflict of in-
terest. Such conflicts are derived from determining the features that should be included
and emphasized to formulate a differentiated curriculum for gifted and talented students.
Susan Johnsen and her colleagues identified theoretical and empirical concepts such as
context, rate, preference or choice, and environment as essential ingredients to differentiate
a curriculum [6]. Other curriculum developers and researchers have identified models
to formulate decisions to differentiate a curriculum. Renzulli presents the Triad Model
to differentiate a curriculum, which emphasizes the presentation of general exploratory
enrichment activities (Type 1), the development of cognitive skills such as critical thinking
and research skills (Type 11), and individualized or group investigations (Type 111) [7].
Carol Tomlinson and her colleagues describe a Parallel Curriculum model that defines four
pathways to differentiation: Core Curriculum; Curriculum of Connections, or identifying
how skills and concepts from curricular subjects or disciplines can be integrated; Curricu-
lum of Practice, which emphasizes learning centered on a discipline; and Curriculum of
Identify, which enables the development of personal interests and abilities [8]. Common
to each of these differentiated curricular concepts or models is their relationship to the
core or basic curriculum to some degree. The alignment of a differentiated curriculum and
differentiated instruction to the core curriculum promotes their acceptance and ensures
that differentiation is acknowledged as an essential feature in the education of gifted and
talented students.

A substantive conflict of interest is the teachers’ different perceptions of the nature
of giftedness, their intellectual goals for the gifted and talented, and the many and varied
attitudes about what constitutes a “differentiated” curriculum and pedagogy. The concep-
tions that the gifted and talented deserve more sophisticated curricular experiences or are
more inclined to work independently have altered the intentionality and implementation
of differentiated curricula and pedagogies designed for the gifted and talented. The dis-
crepancies between the intended presentations of a differentiated curriculum versus the
actual implementations of this same curriculum can illustrate the teachers’ perceptions of
the meaning of giftedness. These potential discrepancies were noted in a project that asked
teachers to underline the elements of a differentiated curriculum that were responsive to
their definition of a gifted and talented learner [4]. Teachers noted in the final summary of
the five-year project that “conflicting expectations of curricula and time allocations” stated
by the district or school affected their fidelity to the project’s curriculum and pedagogical
expectations for gifted and talented students [4]. In the same study, accountability and state
standards were the primary determinants in the teachers’ decisions to select and implement
the traditional versus newly designed differentiated curriculum and pedagogy [4]. The
teacher’s implementation of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy can affect students’
attitudinal reference toward the curriculum. It was noted that students in the project had
already developed a predisposition towards certain types of curricular and pedagogical
experiences that they deemed more amenable to them. For example, second to fifth grade
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gifted and non-gifted students preferred a didactic curriculum and pedagogy for the teach-
ing and learning of mathematics, while they preferred inquiry-based curricular methods
for science and social studies [4]. The project substantiated the idea that students may be
socialized to select certain types of pedagogy based on the frequency with which these are
used by their teachers within the core or basic subject areas or disciplines.

Another conflict of interest that alters the perceptions of a differentiated curricu-
lum and pedagogy derives from the teacher’s understanding of the nature of giftedness,
i.e., what gifted and talented students are and what they are not. An analogy regarding
differentiated curricula and pedagogies is that these practices can be attributed to differing
degrees of significance by different teachers implementing the same lesson or unit of study.
For example, teachers exercise options to implement the same curriculum with different
understandings of the importance of the features of the curriculum. Specifically, they place
different emphases on sections or syntax of the same lesson. In the project, Models of Teach-
ing, the researcher noted that teachers used different modes of presentation to teach the
same lesson [4]. One teacher allocated a full period to the motivation feature of the lesson
before introducing the demonstration section of the lesson. Another teacher in the same
school and grade level introduced the motivation section of the lesson in 7 min and spent
the remainder of the period focusing on the demonstration and application sections of the
lesson [4]. Teachers’ decisions regarding both their own and their students’ relationships to
the lesson comprise the decisions regarding the allocation of time and effort expended on
the implementation of the curriculum. In addition, the choice of pedagogical emphasis was
a differential feature among the teachers. Teachers’ perceptions of themselves as teachers
and of students as learners affect the integrity and impact of the differentiated curriculum
and pedagogy. A teacher’s perceptions and choices regarding the implementation of differ-
entiated curricula and pedagogies have far-reaching effects on the teaching and learning
process for gifted and talented students.

5. Students’ Perceptions

An analysis of perceptions that students, both gifted and non-gifted, have about
differentiated curricula and instruction is derived with respect to these basic areas of inves-
tigation: (1) differences in grade and subject area specification; (2) type and implementation
of services that include either homogeneous or heterogeneous grouping that take place
within or outside of the assigned or regular classroom; (3) implementation by the basic
classroom teacher or specifically designated specialist such as a “teacher of the gifted”,
coach, or resource teacher. Underlying all these areas that can potentially shape students’
responses to a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy are the following: the prevailing
district or school’s definition of giftedness; the needs, interests, and/or abilities that are
defined as the traits or characteristics that each student uniquely manifests as a gifted or
advanced learner; the instruments and systems of identification. This range of considera-
tions needs to be acknowledged as educators seek to answer the question: “What are the
multiple and contemporary factors that shape and define the perceptions of students about
being identified as gifted?”

Students’ perceptions concerning differentiated curricula and pedagogies are depen-
dent on their understanding of the definition and the implications of the term “gifted”
and the personal, social, and academic responsibilities that that are believed (by students,
parents, and educators) to accompany the formal identification of being “gifted”. This
interpretation is often influenced and contradicted by a variety of factors: teacher and
parent expectations, peer responses, and curriculum and instructional experiences that
thwart rather than facilitate the students’ opportunities to utilize and demonstrate their
abilities. The perceived “loss of self” can be a consequence of misinterpretation or exag-
gerated expectations of the meaning of either “advanced” or “gifted” as a prerequisite to
being a student or learner [9]. Being familiarized with the nature of scholarliness (habits
and qualities of learning) versus scholarship (professional assessed practices) has abated
some of the misconceptions regarding the nature of giftedness for students. Within the
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teaching and learning of the concepts related to “scholarliness” or “scholarly behaviors”
are the meanings of these attributes: ponder, willingness to participate, goal and vision,
risk taking, curiosity, sticking to the task, practice, thirst for knowledge.

As noted in Table 2, students gave the highest rankings to the scholarly behaviors
“Ponder”, “Curiosity”, and “Thirst for Knowledge”. The three highest-ranked traits are
perceived to be dominant features within discussions related to the expected norms of
intellectual behaviors in a classroom. Teachers have been known to comment on how
important it is to deliberate or “ponder” and to be “curious” or “thirsty for knowledge”
before and during a lesson. The following is an important question to consider when
discussing the scholarly behaviors of gifted and talented students: To what degree do
students define their own scholarly behaviors or adopt and demonstrate the behaviors that
have been presented and subsequently praised by their teachers?

Table 2. Prioritization of Scholarly Behaviors by Gifted and Non-Gifted (Elementary).

Prioritization of Scholarly Behaviors by Gifted and Non-Gifted (Elementary)

Ranking Percentage Scholarly Behavior

1 32% Ponder

2A 20% Curiosity

2B 20% Thirst for Knowledge

3 12% Risk Taking

4 11% Perseverance

5 5% Goal Setting
Note: From “Using Models of Teaching to Improve Student Achievement” [4].

Four different categories appear to identify the potential outcomes of differentiated
curricular and pedagogical experiences for gifted and talented students: institutional,
educational, social, and personal. Institutional outcomes appear to include the merits and
notoriety that districts and schools derive from the accomplishments of advanced and gifted
and talented students. Educational outcomes can be described as the goals that students
and teachers meet to achieve the benchmarks set for either a grade level or subject area. In
addition, as stated previously, teachers earn reputations for their prowess as instructors
from the accomplishments of their gifted and advanced learners. Social outcomes, often
expressed by family members as well as the gifted or advanced learner, are the benefits and
recognition derived from the label “gifted” and the subsequent differentiated experiences
afforded to the student. Personal outcomes are often associated with the affirmation of
the definition of giftedness and the short- and long-term individual plans to attend higher
education and pursue a selected profession.

One of the immediate and long-term outcomes of a differentiated curriculum and
pedagogy for gifted and advanced learners should be “learning-to-learn.” The learning-
to-learn concept can shift the outcomes of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy
from an emphasis on the content or “what” is to be learned to the “how” or methods
of learning. This emphasis is predicated on the understanding that teaching students
how to learn provides the foundation for learning and applying the pedagogical tools
that enable students to learn independently within and outside the classroom and school
contexts. Learning-to-learn includes the processes that enable the learner to understand
that learning is dependent on the individual’s ability to activate the procedural knowledge
that directs the behaviors of learning. Gifted and non-gifted students were introduced
to learning-to-learn strips that outlined the sequence of actions to learn a skill or content.
The learning-to-learn strips were based on the didactic (direct instruction) and inquiry
(advanced organizer and group investigation) models of teaching [4]. Table 3 illustrates
the results of gifted and non-gifted students’ perceptions of learning-to-learn skills and
processes. Based on student’s responses, inquiry and the ability to think and inquire
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independently were the most important learning-to-learn skills. This information supports
more open-ended learning as a feature of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy.

Table 3. Student’s Perceptions of Learning-to-Learn Skills and Processes.

Students’ Perceptions of Learning-to-Learn Skills and Processes

Observe or
study how

to do
something

Ask my
own

questions

Think
how to
apply it

Meet an
unclear

idea and
think

what I
already
know

Research
for infor-
mation

Watch
somebody
else do it

Practice
many
times

Discuss
with

others

10% 12% 17% 21% 12% 7% 4% 17%
Note: From “Using Models of Teaching to Improve Student Achievement” [4].

6. Defining Educational Activities That Impact and Change Teachers’ Perceptions of
Differentiated Curricula and Pedagogies

Issues concerning why changes in teachers’ perceptions regarding differentiated cur-
ricula and pedagogies have been discussed, investigated, reported, and implemented.
However, suggestions are affected by multiple issues that either facilitate or hamper percep-
tions regarding differentiated curricula and pedagogies. A review of the issues that hamper
the clarity of the perceptions of differentiated curricula and pedagogies reveals information
that has the potential to shift, correct, and align teachers’ perceptions with the intentionality
of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy’s comprehension and implementation.

6.1. Orientation

A differentiated curriculum and pedagogy is most often introduced via some form of
professional development that includes the rationale, content, and methods of differentia-
tion. The usual centerpiece of an orientation to the topic of differentiation is a description
of the negative consequences of not providing differentiation and the resulting academic,
personal, and social ramifications. Differentiation of curricula and pedagogies needs to
be introduced as a universal concept that is relevant to all students and should stress the
need to recognize individual differences in all learners. The need to orient educators to the
general as well as the specific nature of differentiation is fundamental to its acceptance at
the outset of any orientation during professional development. Generalizing the intent of
the term can generalize the implications of the process of differentiation.

The orientation to differentiation should also include exemplars of differentiated
curricula and pedagogies in action. Whether the “in action” concept is presented virtually
or in-person, viewing the ramifications of the act of differentiating a curriculum and
pedagogy provides a reality to verbiage or visual cues provided by technology. It has been
stated by some educators that demonstrations can create models that evoke “intimidation of
replication”; however, if educators are aided in developing their skills of “observing”, rather
than assessing, while engaging in observation, the fear of imitation can be mitigated, if not
eradicated. An additional aid to facilitating observational learning is to direct the observer’s
attention to specific features of the differentiated curriculum and pedagogy being taught to
the gifted and talented students that they are observing. Learning from observation is an
integral feature of acquiring skills that translate into a more knowledgeable performance by
teachers. Observing art, observing dance, observing sports, and observing culinary chefs
have contributed to becoming more aware of the skills that lead to proficiency. The results
of observing teachers implementing a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy for gifted
and talented students can facilitate educational expertise in these areas.

6.2. Immersion

The orientation or professional development experience should include immersion,
or the modeling of multiple acts of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy. The most
frequent and often labeled the most difficult expectation from orientation or professional
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development appears to be the transfer of learning from orientation into classroom imple-
mentation. This transfer is often curtailed by the simple issue of time, or comprehending
when to enact the differentiated curriculum and pedagogy within a teacher’s own class-
room schedule and curricular demands. The designation of time to differentiate for gifted
and talented students should not be dependent solely on the teacher’s schedule. Differen-
tiation of a curriculum and pedagogy should be dependent on the developmental needs,
interests, and abilities of the gifted and talented student and should include collaborative
decision-making by the teacher and the gifted and talented student. The question that
needs to be addressed is how to determine the appropriate time for the introduction and/or
intersection of differentiation for gifted and talented students into the core curriculum. Is
differentiation best introduced as the entry to the implementation of the basic curriculum,
as a concurrent feature, or as the terminal assignment? The immersion of a differentiated
curriculum and pedagogy for gifted and talented students also includes being able to
justify the concept that differentiation is an integral feature of classroom practices and
not an activity that is ancillary to the core or basic curriculum. Teachers’ perceptions that
differentiation is an addendum to, rather than an extension of, the basic or core curriculum
has created misunderstandings of the value and significance of differentiation for gifted
and talented students and the teacher who provides the experience to these students. The
perceptions of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy for the gifted and talented as a
supplement rather than a rudimentary element of the curriculum will continue to allow
differentiation to be misunderstood and easily and consistently subjected to the question of
“why”?

6.3. Contribution

Teachers’ positive perceptions towards a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy can
be established when teachers are actively engaged in modifying and not merely imple-
menting a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy. Most often teachers are led to believe
that they are expected to replicate with fidelity the differentiated curriculum and pedagogy
they have been introduced to in an orientation or professional development experience.
Providing teachers with the understanding that they can employ changes to the implemen-
tation of a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy to meet the individual needs of their
gifted and talented students is essential. This action could facilitate a different and more
significant bond between teachers and the implementation of a differentiated curriculum
and pedagogy within the classroom. Assisting teachers to develop the skills, resources,
instructional strategies, and unique features that they perceive align with their students
can provide them with the “ownership” and longevity essential to implementing a differen-
tiated curriculum and pedagogy. Essential to the teachers’ understanding of contributions
is the knowledge of what features are amendable without affecting the integrity of the
objectives of differentiation. Contributions to a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy
are recognized as enhancing rather than distracting from the intent of differentiation and
tend to encourage, not discourage, professional alignment to a differentiated curriculum
and pedagogy for gifted and talented students.

7. Summary

Changes in the perceptions of differentiated curricula and pedagogies are inevitable,
just as changes in the core or rudimentary curriculum are anticipated and accepted over
time. Changes in differentiated curricula and pedagogies need to be developed and
presented on a foundation inclusive of clear goals for the gifted and talented, the many
and varied factors that shape teachers’ receptivity to change, and the issues at stake in
implementing a differentiated curriculum and pedagogy in tandem with other existing
curricular and pedagogical demands.

Discussions and decisions about differentiated curricula and pedagogies are most often
a consequence of the responses of key educational decision makers. While their perceptions
of differentiated curricula and pedagogies for the gifted and talented affect teachers and
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gifted and talented students, it is interesting to note that gifted and talented students
are omitted from the decision-making process. The concept of student involvement in
curricular and instructional decisions could be a variable that may provide new insights into
the perceptions and practices of differentiated curricula and pedagogies. Changing teachers’
perceptions of differentiated curricula and pedagogies might be affected to a greater degree
by their understanding of gifted and talented students’ responses to differentiation. An
analysis of gifted and talented students’ perceptions of the intended and implemented
differentiated curriculum and pedagogy designed to meet the very attributes that identify
them as gifted and talented learners could be an integral feature of, or at least an adjunct
to, developing the perceptions of teachers regarding the issues surrounding differentiated
curricula and pedagogies.
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Abstract: This article reports on the use of integrative career counselling to promote autobiographical
reasoning in a purposively sampled gifted 16-year-old female learner with moratorium career identity
status. I implemented an explanatory, mixed-methods (QUALITATIVE-quantitative; uppercase
denoting the bigger weighting given to the qualitative aspect) research design and used qualitative
and quantitative career construction counselling techniques and methods and quantitative career
construction counselling techniques and methods and strategies to construct data. The Maree Career
Matrix (MCM) was used to gather the participant’s career interests (“scores”) quantitatively, and
the Career Interest Profile (CIP) was used to elicit her micro-narratives (“stories”) qualitatively. An
adapted version of thematic data analysis was used to analyse the data. The intervention promoted
the participant’s (self-)reflection and reflexivity, transformed her tension into intention, led to an
increase in her career options, and helped her revitalise her sense of meaning, purpose, and positivity.
While the findings are encouraging, future (longitudinal) research is needed to establish the long-term
influence of the intervention espoused here.

Keywords: integrative career construction counselling; gifted and talented; intervention study;
moratorium career identity status; Career Interest Profile; Maree Career Matrix

1. Introduction

The need to respond innovatively to fundamental changes in the occupational world
(including the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic) has never been greater. Factors, such
as substantial job losses, increasing insecurity in the workplace, as well as disruption
in educational programmes, have led to a generalised feeling of uncertainty about the
future among learners. Accordingly, the need exists to help learners navigate many work-
related transitions. In the prevailing atmosphere of turmoil, people need assistance to take
advantage of the changes taking place and to convert challenges into opportunities [1].
Moreover, the pandemic is changing the way we think, our dreams and our imaginations.
Every crisis creates an opportunity, and it behoves us to explore the “silver linings” [2]. The
COVID-19 pandemic has uncovered and increased global inequalities.

To negotiate the impact of uncertainty regarding their occupational future, and espe-
cially their future career choices, young people need to acquire the twin meta-competencies
of: (i) becoming increasingly adaptable, and (ii) attaining an enhanced sense of personal
and career identity [3]. Enacting these metacompetencies helps them to “address restraints
that may both precede and exceed them” [4]. Above all, people’s responses to change
and uncertainty in the workplace should augment their career- and self-identities. If the
“storyline” that runs through their career- and self-identities is clear, if they know who they
are, where they are headed, why they are living and working, what life means to them, and
what the sense of purpose in their career-lives is, their chances of dealing successfully with
change and its impact are bolstered [5]. Career construction counselling enhances construct-
ing the self as an internal compass that guides people in their efforts to navigate multiple
transitions in their private and career environment, make meaning in their career-lives, and
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increase their sense of purpose. This notion lies at the heart of life design counselling [6].
Gifted children often express their concerns about “deep” issues, such as the meaning of
life, the purpose of work, and injustice in society [7].

All of this confirms the need for the constant updating and revamping of career counselling.

1.1. Need to Innovate Career Construction Counselling for Gifted and Talented Learners

Since 1992, the value of drawing on one-on-one career construction counselling to
help people “build” and utilise (auto-)biographical bridges to (re-)write and enact their life
stories in a changing occupational world has been shown in numerous studies in countries
in the Global North, especially. Researchers have demonstrated the usefulness of one-on-
one career construction counselling in individual contexts, especially [8,9], as well as in
“matters pertaining to motivation, performance, stress, and overall life satisfaction” [10].
Little research on career construction counselling has, however, been conducted in develop-
ing countries, with only a small number of researchers showing the value of the approach
in Global South contexts [11–13]. Individually and collectively, they have demonstrated
how self- and career construction in life design counselling can promote career adaptability
and sound career choice decision making in (South) Africa, especially in group contexts.
As indicated in earlier publications, very few people in Global South countries can afford
expensive one-on-one assessments [14].

Given the variety and magnitude of the changes in the world of work globally, many
learners today are experiencing career decision-making difficulties, including gifted and
talented learners. Some people believe that these learners do not require career counselling
because they generally know automatically what careers they want to venture into [15].
However, ample evidence suggests that this is often not the case.

1.2. Decision-Making Difficulties of Gifted Learners

The following four challenges impact most career choice decisions [16]: (i) dealing
with the need to compromise in career-decision making; (ii) accepting a satisfying course of
action; (iii) managing indecision and uncertainty; and (iv) considering people’s conscious
and as well as subconscious career decision-making processes. More than ever before,
there is today ongoing speculation about the uncertain future of work, the large number
of “traditional” jobs that are disappearing, and the possibility of robots and artificial
intelligence taking over people’s jobs. School learners especially lack the knowledge and
preparation needed to make appropriate career choices, and are thus calling on career
counsellors to rethink their counselling praxis in this regard.

Researchers have listed five different kinds of career decision challenges to help career
counsellors to: (i) explain and (ii) plan interventions to deal with such challenges. These are:

i. inadequate career choice information;
ii. inadequate sense of career and self-identity;
iii. un- or underdeveloped career decision-making capacity;
iv. anxiety about choosing a career;
v. incongruity between people’s views and significant others’ views regarding their

career choices [17,18].

Here, four career identity statuses or styles young people use to contend with age and
life phase-related identity issues have been identified [19]. These statuses range from high
to low: (i) commitment (to work roles) and (ii) exploration (of the nature of work roles) [20].
The four statuses are:

a. identity achievement (high commitment and exploration);
b. foreclosure (high commitment but low exploration);
c. identity diffusion (low commitment and exploration); and
d. moratorium (low commitment but high exploration).

This current article focuses on moratorium identity status. For the reasons spelled
out above, I have drawn on career construction counselling in all my research-related
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endeavours to understand vocational and career behaviour intervention strategies fully
and to help people write their idiosyncratic life stories and subsequently execute or enact
these stories.

2. Theoretical Framework: Career Construction Theory (CCT)

Savickas’ career construction theory (CCT) was used in this study as the theoretical
framework for constructing (gathering), analysing, and interpreting data. CCT is predicated
on the belief that people construct their careers by making meaning in and through their
careers and using their careers to integrate themselves into society and make social contri-
butions [21]. CCT merges personal (private) meanings relating to earlier memories, present
experiences, and future intentions into ever-evolving, key life themes [22]. It advances
the idea that the subjective career can promote critical (self-)reflection and biographical
reflexivity or metacommunication, uncovered through conversation and implemented
through work behaviour [23].

I chose CCT as my theoretical and conceptual framework as career construction can
help people to articulate their life stories (autobiographies). These micro-stories can then be
unpacked (deconstructed), clarified, revised, and interwoven (reconstructed) by counsellors
and their clients (co-constructed) to enhance clients’ sense of meaning, purpose, and hope
in their lives. Career construction counselling thus reinforces clients’ self-construction [5].
Accordingly, clients learn to accept ongoing change in the workplace and also in their
private lives as the ‘new normal’. From this perspective, accepting and even welcoming
change can help to realise the twin aims of choosing and constructing careers and design-
ing successful lives. These two aims are achieved by eliciting people’s micro-life stories
and merging them into an intelligible, grand, macro-life story filled with meaning and
hope [8,24].

Tailoring career theories to meet the distinctive needs of gifted people can facilitate
understanding the particular needs of this population [25]. The following section should
be read in this light.

Some key dimensions of career construction counselling are discussed briefly below.

2.1. Key Dimensions of Career Construction Counselling

People increasingly have to design themselves and choose and construct careers in
‘post-traditional’ societies [6]. Work environments are becoming more uncertain. Staying
with corporations for a lifetime and retiring with sufficient funds to see them through for
the rest of their days is becoming a thing of the past. As a result, many people now have
to construct their career-life trajectories by recognizing and addressing opportunities and
restrictions in their career-life identities and social contexts. A “decent” income is no longer
guaranteed, thereby undermining people’s emotional-social, psychological, and physical
wellbeing. To remain relevant and valuable in these new circumstances, career counsellors
need to help people attain the meta-competencies of (career) adaptability and a good sense
of identity [26]. These competencies should enable people to deal with real or perceived
limitations or barriers and help them to create the circumstances needed to improve their
chances to transcend such challenges and barriers successfully.

It is therefore clear that the future of the career counselling profession depends on
the ability of career counselling researchers, practitioners, and policy-makers to design
innovative models and strategies to enable their clients to manage an increasingly less
predictable, less regulated, and less stable work environment. Clients have to be helped to
fit their work into their lives, rather than their lives into their work.

2.1.1. Narratability

This word refers to people’s coherent narrating or recounting of their career-life stories.
People’s micro-life stories are unique texts articulated by people and then read back to
them by career counsellors [27]. By not only hearing but actually listening carefully to
themselves, their “advice” to themselves becomes manifest; accurate advice comes only
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from within [28]. Career counsellors need to facilitate a safe or “sacred” space or holding
environment for people to recount their micro-stories in an atmosphere of reciprocal trust
and respect. This enhances the breadth and depth of the career counsellor-client working
alliance and encourages people to share their “deepest secrets” (content or stories they will
not otherwise share with others) with their counsellors [29,30]. The telling of micro-stories
(petit récites) enables people’s key life themes to surface and facilitates the subsequent
connecting of their conscious knowledge about themselves with their subconscious insights
into their innermost desires and strivings. In a sense, narratability relates to the issue of
“languaging”, which is the negotiation and production of meaningful outcomes. Stated
differently, it refers to meaning-making and knowledge-shaping and enhancing experiences
through language [31].

2.1.2. Autobiographicity

This term refers to people’s ability to turn to their autobiographies (life stories) when
they face transitions in their career-lives. People draw on their autobiographies (autobio-
graphicity) to provide themselves with a proven strategy and advice on managing current
and future transitions in their workplace.

Acceptance of the value of subjective (qualitative) career counselling theory and inter-
ventions has grown markedly since 1990. Today, qualitative and quantitative approaches
are widely recognised as equally important in career counselling [14].

2.1.3. Integrative QUALITATIVE-Quantitative Career Counselling

The integrative QUALITATIVE-quantitative (uppercase denoting the more significant
weighting given to the qualitative aspect) approach discussed in this article blends people’s
“subjective stories” (qualitative data) with their “objective” test scores (quantitative infor-
mation). The approach thus includes considering both subjective and objective aspects of
individuals’ personality configurations during the career counselling and decision-making
process. Many career counsellors emphasise drawing on people’s sense of self and individ-
uality rather than on their sense of similarity and on eliciting people’s career-life themes
rather than their interest patterns. In addition, greater emphasis is placed on interventions
that promote not only intentionality (the intention to take specific actions) and on action
and forward movement (turning tension into intention and into actual action) [3,6]. The
approach has gained increased acknowledgement globally [14,26,32].

From the perspective of the current article, there is a great need for research on
career counselling for gifted and talented people in particular. In my and others’ view,
learners who show promise in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
subjects tend to be nudged towards following STEM-related fields of study and associated
careers–without due consideration of the importance of “other” (subjective) factors in
co-determining which fields of study they should follow [33]. This is a seriously under-
researched topic. This silence in the literature is difficult to understand [34]. Whereas career
construction counselling enhances the autobiographical author facet of the psychological
self (PS) primarily, it also talks to the social actor and the motivated agent as critical
facets of the PS. It shows how the three notions (social actorship, motivated agency, and
autobiographical authorship) can be blended to bolster the construction, deconstruction,
co-construction, and reconstruction of individuals’ “grand” (career-)life stories [35].

2.2. Goals of the Study

For the reasons spelled out above, and my awareness that many gifted and talented
learners struggle to deal with constructs such as the “deeper” meaning of their lives and
the idea of having a “calling” for specific careers [36], I set out to determine the value of
integrative QUALITATIVE-quantitative career counselling for a purposively selected gifted
16-year-old female learner with moratorium career-identity status. However, I did not
attempt to compare the effectiveness of this intervention with other interventions in this
regard. The following specific research questions were addressed:
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a. What was the effect of the intervention on the participant’s sense of career identity?
b. What was the effect of the intervention on the participant’s moratorium career-

identity status?

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Participant and Context

The participant (Ashleigh, a pseudonym; a learner described as “gifted” by the school
counselling team) was a purposely selected 16-year-old, white English-speaking young
woman in Grade 11 from a higher socio-economic environment. Ashleigh (who attended
a private school) approached me during the second part of 2020 for career counselling.
She felt unsure about which fields of study and careers she should consider: “Teachers
tell me I have the potential to become ‘anything’. I would like to know what career
options would suit me as a person, my ambition to travel and make a difference through
my work, and my desire to make money, too. Give me all scope of possible careers I
may pursue; even occupations I have not considered before. I want to be firm in my
assurance of what field I am best suited for and thus be able to apply securely next year for
‘varsity’.” Ashleigh and her parents agreed that an integrative QUALITATIVE-quantitative
career counselling intervention should be implemented; in other words, a qualitative and
quantitative assessment was conducted. The outcomes (stories and scores) were later
interpreted integratively (i.e., the qualitative and quantitative information were blended)
to facilitate career construction. (The parents requested the inclusion of aptitude tests, to
which Ashleigh agreed.)

3.2. Data-Gathering Instrument
3.2.1. Quantitative Data-Gathering

The Maree Career Matrix (MCM) [37] draws on (a) trait-and-factor theory [38],
(b) developmental theory [39], and (c) social learning theory [40]. Developed in South
Africa between 2002 and 2015, the MCM measures interests and self-estimates of confi-
dence to follow specific careers. The psychometric properties of the MCM are considered
good [37]. Scores on the MCM provide career counsellors and their clients with a starting
point for clarifying and discussing career profiles in greater depth.

The Senior Aptitude Tests (Advanced) (SAT-L) has 10 subscales, namely, vocabulary,
verbal reasoning, nonverbal reasoning, calculations, reading comprehension, comparison,
price controlling, 3-D spatial visualisation, mechanical insight, and memory. Developed
and standardised by the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC), the SAT-L has good
psychometric properties in terms of test reliability and construct validity [41].

3.2.2. Qualitative Data-Gathering

The Career Interest Profile (CIP, Version 6) can be used to construct qualitative data [42].
It is grounded in career construction theory and reflects the differential, developmental, and
narrative traditions. It comprises four parts and contains several purposefully structured
questions. In Part 1, assessees are asked to provide biographical details and family influ-
ences. In Part 2, assessees respond to career choice questions (e.g., “Which three specific
careers would you like most and which three the least? Give the single most important
reason why this is the case”). In Part 3, assessees answer questions on their career category
preferences and dislikes. Lastly, in Part 4, assessees respond to 14 micro-life story questions.

The small quantitative part of the CIP (Part 2) has good psychometric properties [43].
Both the CIP and the MCM can be administered on an individual or group basis.

Whereas I scored the two tests, an external coder with many years of experience in the field
coded the qualitative data to enhance the trustworthiness of the process. Ashleigh was also
asked to write an autobiographical narrative entitled “My life story” and bring it with her
on the day of the intervention.
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3.3. Design and Procedure
3.3.1. Mode of Inquiry

An integrative QUALITATIVE-quantitative approach to career counselling was imple-
mented and an explorative, single, descriptive, instrumental case study design was used
in a one-on-one research setting. Moreover, the inquiry was naturalistic and located in an
interpretive paradigm.

3.3.2. Procedure

Ashleigh and her parents asked the counsellor to conclude the intervention and feed-
back on the same day (four and a half hours, including several breaks). In Session 1
(the initial assessment lasted for two and a half hours, including several breaks), Ash-
leigh’s career-life story was elicited (she completed the Career Interest Profile (CIP) while
I interviewed her parents). The Maree Career Matrix was then administered, followed by
the Senior Aptitude Tests. The outcomes were integrated after the assessment. Session 2
(authorisation—60 min) was devoted to the ‘validation’ of Ashleigh’s story. After she and I
had clarified and integrated the assessment outcomes, in Session 3 (facilitating forward
movement—60 min), a feedback interview was held with Ashleigh and her parents. The
session ended with a discussion of how action and forward movement could be planned
and executed. We discussed the general, psychosocial, psychoeducational, and career
choice information I had provided. The interview included a discussion of Ashleigh’s key
life themes (uncovered by her earliest recollections and her responses to questions about
the most significant challenges she had faced early in life) [44]. I stressed that Ashleigh
knew herself better than anyone else, that only she could advise herself, and that she should
follow her own advice. Each time she asked for advice, I read her own words (responses)
back to her and requested her to reflect carefully on what she had said. Throughout the
assessment, she was reminded that her (perceived) areas or opportunities for development
and growth could be converted into strengths and that any “pain” she had experienced
could be converted into hope and social contribution.

Rigour of the Study: Enhancing Credibility and Trustworthiness

A chain of evidence was provided based on constant comparison methods [45] that
bolstered trustworthiness and credibility. I also drew on crystallisation to promote the
study’s validity by asking different qualitative questions [46,47]. Crystallisation gives
researchers a better grasp of a research topic. Peer debriefing was facilitated by discussing
the outcomes and inferences with a knowledgeable colleague. Peer validation was achieved
by repeatedly requesting Ashleigh to reflect on and review all matters related to the research
at all stages. I also asked her to ‘authorise’ (validate or confirm) my interpretation of her
responses or, when she disagreed with my interpretation, to de-authorise my interpretation.
(Ashleigh was asked to reflect on her answers to questions and the career counsellor’s
interpretations on several occasions.) She was assessed in English (her mother tongue).
Triangulation was achieved by implementing qualitative and quantitative assessments and
interventions.

3.4. Data Analysis
3.4.1. Qualitative Data

Ashleigh’s comments and the “reflective conversations” or dialogues between Ash-
leigh and me were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. I then used an adapted version of
thematic analysis [48] to allow themes and subthemes to emerge from the data obtained
from the open-ended questions of the CIP. In addition, I drew on consensual qualitative
research (CQR) to facilitate achievement of consensus decisions [49]. All findings were
carefully checked against original data for purposes of verification. Specific actions that
promoted sound data analysis are listed below [6]:

a. Asking Ashleigh what her responses to questions about, for instance, her role models
meant to her;
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b. Carefully noting repeated words and expressions;
c. Reading Ashleigh’s words and expressions to her and clarifying their meaning.

Ashleigh was also asked to say certain words and phrases out loud (to promote the
authenticity of the experience);

d. Her responses to the three earliest recollections question and the CIP questions about
her greatest challenges when she was young were analysed to reveal her central
career-life themes, relating these themes to possible fields of study (co-construction).

3.4.2. Quantitative Data

I drew on the quantitative inventories’ results to identify interest patterns (themes
and subthemes). Identified patterns were clarified with Ashleigh to establish how well
(or not) they aligned with her perceptions of her interest configuration profile. We then
triangulated interest patterns with the CIP interest patterns.

3.4.3. Integrating Qualitative and Quantitative Outcomes

Qualitative as well as quantitative data were gathered to allow both data types and
their associated designs to add to the richness of the research findings and to indicate
(or not indicate) their complementarity [50]. Triangulating findings can help researchers
uncover data for further analysis and resolve areas of disagreement, thereby yielding more
profound insight into the phenomenon under investigation than unconnected analyses.
Moreover, whereas quantitative information (“scores”) can uncover objective data (partic-
ipants’ “conscious” knowledge about themselves), a qualitative approach can elicit par-
ticipants’ “stories” and uncover subjective data (participants’ “subconscious” knowledge
about themselves) that can facilitate the identification of their key life themes. Ashleigh’s
responses to the CIP questions (together with her meta-reflections on these responses)
clarified her interests and personality traits, her career preferences, her key life themes, and
how meaning-making manifested in her life. The responses also shed light on her sense
of purpose and hope [6]. We integrated and used the integrated data (co-construction) to
identify fields of study that would help her “find a job”, improve her employability, and
give her a sense of hope and purpose in her life.

3.5. Ethical Issues

The research was approved by the University of Pretoria’s Institutional Review Board
(ethical clearance number: UP 06/09/03). I obtained written informed assent and consent
from Ashleigh and her parents for the research’s analysis and (anonymous) reporting. To
differentiate my roles of researcher and practitioner [51], I carefully planned the different
facets of my dual roles. I maintained an open relationship with Ashleigh, discussed all
aspects of the intervention with her, and explained in detail the questionnaires used [52].
Lastly, I remained aware that Ashleigh’s wish to “please” me may (either consciously or
subconsciously) have affected what she told me, and, to obviate this, I clarified all of her
responses with her [53].

4. Findings

4.1. Quantitative Outcomes

a. The SAT(L): The exceptional results obtained in these aptitude tests confirmed Ash-
leigh’s giftedness and were in line with her outstanding academic achievements as
well as the comments of her teachers and parents.

b. According to the MCM, Ashleigh’s highest preferred interest and confidence cate-
gories were medical and paramedical services, research, word artistry, and musical.

4.2. Qualitative Outcomes

Ashleigh’s preferred interest categories corresponded strongly positively with her
quantitative outcomes:
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1. Medical and paramedical services; 2. research; 3. word artistry; 4. musical; 5.
adventure, plants and animals and the environment; 6. legal practice and security services;
and 7. executive and management practice.

Only selected responses to questions in the last part of the CIP are discussed below.
The numbers given here do not reflect the actual numbers in the CIP.

1. “How can I be of value, use, or help to you?” [8].

“I was told that I have the potential to become ‘anything’ but I am not sure what to
study. I want to know (and be firm in my assurance of) what career options would suit me
best as a person, address my ambition to travel and make a difference through my work,
and help me make money, too. My parents and I do not agree 100% on what I should study”
(Ashleigh’s responses are verbatim with only light editing to preserve their authenticity.)
(She gives clear evidence of career confidence, concern, and curiosity.)

2. “What are your greatest strengths?”

“I am intelligent, loyal, determined, strong-willed, confident, honest, and a seeker
of knowledge.”

Areas for growth?
“I am impatient, prefer logic over sympathy, can be quite serious and reserved, am

overly indecisive, can be too cautious and mistrusting, am an anxious over-thinker, and am
very highly strung.”

3. “Whom did you admire or who were your role models when you were young? Why?”

“Jesus Christ because He lived the perfect life and sacrificed His life to save the world.
I admire His love, faith, compassion, and goodness.”

“Jeremy Camp. He is a Christian singer who lost his wife to cancer. I look up to him as
he suffered a lot, yet he only grew in his faith and never gave up. He still believes despite
the tribulations he faced.”

“Bethany Hamilton. She is a Hawaiian surfer who lost her arm to a shark attack when
she was 13 years old. I admire her for her motivation and hard work despite the loss of
her arm. She is still a professional surfer and she never gave up despite the suffering. She
is now happily married and has started a family too.” (Many of the traits listed here are
“typical” of gifted learners’ traits in general [54].)

4. “What are your favourite quotations?” (Ashleigh’s advice to herself.)

“Live life to the fullest.”
“Rather regret having done something than not having done it at all.”
“Let go and let God.”

5. The three things that hurt me most when I was young and that I do not want others to
suffer: “First, being bullied and being injured physically (and emotionally) by friends.
Second, being forced into challenging activities that I could not yet do and so felt
inferior or got injured. Third, trying to fit in amongst those of my age, as I preferred
the company of older children or adults.”

These responses are consistent with those elicited from her three earliest recollections
(see below). Recurring themes included: (i) her hatred of being bullied; (ii) her being
misunderstood; (iii) her realisation that well-meaning people sometimes have unrealistic
expectations about (significant) others; (iv) her realisation that trying to meet such expecta-
tions could have serious negative consequences and hurt deeply; and (v) her realisation
and acceptance that being “different” and somewhat “smarter” than others could result in
isolation from her peer group.

6. Ashleigh’s earliest recollections.
Brave new “friend” comforts distraught toddler.

a. “At the age of two, my parents and I flew to London. A week before our
departure, I lost my best friend. She no longer wanted to be my friend because
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she believed I was ‘different’. I felt sad and reluctant to travel to London. On
our second day in London, walking around in the city, we discovered a ‘toy
shop’. My parents took me inside and bought me a gift. I chose a Spiderman
doll (to me, Spiderman was brave and selfless and possessed extraordinary
power). Finding a replacement for my best friend relieved the sense of loss I
was experiencing after I had lost my first Spiderman and then my close friend.
(SMILES) Travelling to London turned out to be a rewarding experience despite
my initial reluctance to travel there.”

(Feelings associated with this recollection: a sense of rejection and loss but also of
subsequent healing.)
Painful accident embarrasses curious, committed young girl.

b. “When I was seven years old, our class went on an adventure camp. I was
curious to learn more about nature, animals, and the like and had looked
forward very much to the experience. That evening, we were told to shower
(quickly, because there were many of us but thoroughly). I did my best to
follow the teacher’s instructions but somehow slipped in the shower and
cracked my scapula. I was in a great deal of pain and discomfort. I recall the
entire bathroom group staring at me sobbing. I felt like a baby; very ashamed
and incompetent. I was only trying my best to shower as fast as possible to
make sure that I would not be late for supper.”

(Feelings associated with this recollection: rejection, pain, humiliation, embarrassment,
and disappointment.)
Unreasonable teacher chastises innocent little girl.

c. “At the age of six, at the end of my first day at school, we were waiting inside
the classroom for our parents to fetch us. I was very keen to see my mother to
share what had happened on my first day at school with her. I looked at the
schoolyard intently through a window while the other children were playing
and talking. When I saw my mother stop outside the school ground, get out,
and walk towards our classroom, I quickly took my little backpack and tried to
rush outside. However, our teacher shouted at me, told me to stop, sit down,
and wait inside until my mother had arrived outside our classroom. I felt
embarrassed because I didn’t and still don’t need anyone to reprimand me or
shout at me.”

(Feelings associated with this recollection: excitement, humiliation, treated unjustly,
and disappointment.)

(Co-constructing her career-life story.)

Key Career-Life Themes

Ashleigh’s central life themes were identified by scrutinizing the qualitative “data”
(outcomes). The first recollection sets the backdrop for her life story. Having lost her
favourite toy and her best friend, she felt insecure, disappointed, rejected, and afraid to fly
to a foreign environment. Gifted people often experience feelings of not being accepted [55].
Visiting London co-shaped Ashleigh’s life story. Having overcome her initial reluctance to
fly, she discovered a brave new “friend” in the foreign environment (London). The new
“friend” helped her deal with the pain of rejection. She realised the value of being brave
and willing to dare (a key life theme).

Ashleigh’s first verb is “travel”. This action corroborates the theme conveyed by
the second and third earliest recollections, namely her realisation that life is not fair and
that being bold, courageous (she was initially unwilling and afraid to travel to a distant,
foreign destination), and self-sufficient (self-aware and reliant) is of key importance in
life. Likewise, she realised that paying too much attention to the hurtful or inappropriate
actions of others served little purpose.
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A careful perusal of the second and third recollections uncovered her keen sense of cu-
riosity (a common trait of gifted children), her disappointment at having been embarrassed
and treated unfairly, and her deep sense of commitment to tasks at hand. (The overlap
between the themes that emerged from Ashleigh’s responses to Questions 4 and 5 is clear.)

Lastly, I asked Ashleigh how she had experienced the intervention.

a. “What did you enjoy?”

“Seeing what I can achieve, my interests, and understanding myself and my deeper-
seated ‘strivings’ better.” (Reflexivity)

b. “What did you not enjoy?”

“Nothing really, but I was keen to shorten breaks between assessments.”

c. “Is there anything else that I need to know about you?”

Asked if she had any further comments, she smiled and said: “Despite being serious
and highly organised, I love adventure-related activities, trying out new things, and
travelling.” (This response confirms the key themes that had emerged from her earliest
recollections and most significant challenges faced.)

Ashleigh and I discussed her responses to the CIP questions in depth. I pointed out the
“unobvious” meaning of responses such as her responses to the question about role models
“who portray tentative solutions to their main problems and dominant preoccupations”
p. 170). The role models represented only possible solutions to her central life problems.
Her repeated reflections revealed her personality traits, career preferences, central life
themes, and purpose. Ashleigh and I jointly drew on the information (co-construction)
to identify several possible fields of study and possible careers that would instil a sense
of purpose in her life, give meaning to her work, and help her make meaningful social
contributions. Ashleigh reflected carefully on the correspondence between the quantitative
and qualitative outcomes (triangulation). Together, we used repeated words and phrases
to help us identify themes and subthemes in the data.

Ashleigh and I drew up a table in which we placed the qualitative outcomes (the many
“micro-stories”) alongside the “results” (“scores”). I repeatedly asked Ashleigh to reflect
on the correspondence between the “stories” and the “scores” to facilitate triangulation
of the two data sets, which revealed a positive correlation between the two sets. Her
“scores” helped her confirm several fields of study and associated careers for possible job
analysis. Still, they did not add significantly to the study fields already identified through
her “micro-stories”.

Medicine
Dietetics
BSc (Biological Sciences, e.g., Biochemistry, Biotechnology, Food Science, and Microbiology)
BSc (Genetics)
BVSc (Veterinary Science)
BSc (Actuarial Sciences/Actuarial and Financial Sciences)
BA (Languages/Journalism)
BCom (Law)
Gifted learners should be exposed to a broad range of careers and associated fields of

study. I recommended that Ashleigh examine a broader spectrum of careers than she had
considered thus far in her life. In addition, I told her that she had the potential to reach the
top at any academic institution, which would help her to realise her dream to travel the
world, receive acclaim in her field of work, and (in Ashleigh’s own words) “do something
meaningful by expanding current knowledge in my field of study and make a difference in
the lives of others”.
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5. Discussion

The goal of this study was to examine the value of integrative QUALITATIVE-
quantitative career construction counselling for a gifted 16-year-old female learner with
moratorium career-identity status. I addressed the following specific questions.

a. What was the effect of the intervention on the participant’s sense of career identity?
b. What was the effect of the intervention on the participant’s moratorium career-

identity status? Below, I discuss two questions and briefly relate the research findings
and the literature on the topic.

5.1. What Was the Effect of the Intervention on the Participant’s Sense of Career Identity?

People’s career identities deepen their experience of meaning and purpose in their
lives [56]. The findings in this study support this view. After the intervention, the partici-
pant (Ashleigh) displayed an enhanced sense of career identity. She also realised that as
much as she loved and respected her parents and their advice, she should instead enrol
in a course that would more likely better meet her idiosyncratic career-choice needs. She
showed a good understanding of how she could enact her key life themes and unique
patterns of personal meaning in her work. In other words, she acquired an enhanced
understanding of not only what she wanted to do in her ‘job’ but why she believed her job
or career would help her actualise her authentic career identity by enabling her to “address
[her] ambition to travel and make a difference through [her] work, and help [her] make
money, too” [36]. Articulating her life story helped her use her autobiography for guidance
(advice) concerning her career identity about possible future career decisions.

5.2. Acquiring a Sense of Purpose and Meaning

The findings in this research also support the view that addressing people’s need to
experience a sense of purpose and meaning in their career-lives is a prerequisite for their
understanding the connection between their life purpose intentions and their actual career-
related choices [57]. The participant’s tension resulting from the incongruence between
her parents’ career choices for her and her own choices led her to seek greater clarity on
the issue. She realised that choosing a career entailed more than merely finding an outlet
for her interests and other personality traits but, instead, enacting her key life themes.
Understanding that her future career could help her provide a holding environment for
people who had experienced similar challenges prompted her to actualise her career-
choice ideals. I reminded her that job analysis was essential and should not be taken
lightly. A thorough job analysis would help her identify valuable educational and career
opportunities [58]. The participant later completed a comprehensive work analysis, which
strengthened her resolve to become a medical doctor and actualise her talents and make a
difference in the lives of others.

5.3. What Was the Effect of the Intervention on the Participant’s Moratorium Career-Identity
Status?

The intervention reported on in this article helped the counsellor and the participant
explore the roots of the participant’s moratorium career-identity status. It highlighted the
importance of listening carefully to the participant and allowing her to be in control of
her career-choice decisions [7]. Consistent with the findings of earlier studies [59], the
present research revealed the inseparability of career and personal counselling [60,61]. The
study also confirmed the view that career counsellors should first endeavour to link gifted
learners’ reasons for requesting career counselling with their overall search for meaning
and purposefulness. It testified to the usefulness of the career counselling style (using the
CIP in conjunction with the MCM) in eliciting various micro-life stories of a young woman
with moratorium career-identity status.
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5.4. Limitations

Longitudinal research in diverse contexts is essential to confirm the value of the
intervention in different (individual and group) settings. The participant’s eagerness to
seek career counselling and satisfaction with the approach may have influenced how
the participant experienced the intervention. In addition, my personal convictions, my
distinctive style, and my bias towards people from minority groups (including gifted
people) may have influenced the success of the career counselling intervention described
here. Lastly, the participant’s unique contexts are not typical of the contexts of most gifted
young women in (South) Africa.

6. Conclusions

This article shows that the career counselling approach described here helped a
gifted young woman with moratorium career-identity status deal satisfactorily with career
decision-making challenges and helped her turn tension into intention and action [1,3].
It also highlights the importance of linking gifted learners’ rationale for seeking career
counselling with their more profound quest for meaning and purposefulness. The inter-
vention style discussed here can increase our insight into the impact of such an integrative
QUALITATIVE-quantitative approach to career counselling on gifted learners. Such an
approach may well limit the loss of many thousands of gifted and talented learners so
badly needed to help solve the significant challenges the world is facing today. Such efforts
can help gifted learners escape the trap in which they often find themselves [62]. It can
also promote their sense of achieving symbolic immortality (leaving a timeless legacy and
making a timeless contribution to humankind) [63–65].
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Abstract: The emotional intensities of gifted students affect not only their learning, but also the way
they live and see the world. This article examines the Theory of Positive Disintegration of Dabrowski
to explore the inner world of the gifted. The five levels of development and five overexcitabilities of
Dabrowski represent an abundance of physical, sensual, creative, intellectual, and emotional energy
that cause inner turmoil but can result in creative endeavors. The benefits of mindfulness practices
to meeting the emotional needs of gifted students are presented with examples of deep listening,
gratitude, and storytelling as mindfulness practices. A culminating activity of storytelling illustrates
the integration of deep listening and gratitude and its effect on the sense of identity of gifted students.
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1. Introduction

In the education of gifted students, there is a tendency of educators to focus on the
intellectual growth of these students; yet giftedness has a complex emotional component
that needs to be addressed. The emotional intensities of gifted students go far beyond
feeling deeply about situations; they experience the world vividly, which affects not only
their learning, but also the way in which they live and see the world [1,2]. In a presentation
in Oviedo, Spain, in 2017, Linda Silverman described how advanced thought processes
and complex emotions are held in a delicate balance in gifted students, and that idealism,
self-doubt, perceptiveness, excruciating sensitivity, moral imperatives, a desperate need
for understanding, acceptance, and love—all impinge simultaneously [3]. This inner world
of the gifted can be explored by examining the Theory of Positive Disintegration of the
Polish psychologist Kazimierz Dabrowski [4]. His work adds essential information about
the emotional needs of the gifted.

2. The Theory of Positive Disintegration: Kazimierz Dabrowski

In 1979, Michael Piechowski [5] introduced and translated the Theory of Positive
Disintegration to the Anglo-Saxon world and to the study of giftedness in his chapter
in New Voices in Counseling the Gifted [6]. Dabrowski said the growth and evolution of
civilization and culture create more complex problems, which can only be handled by
people with correspondingly advanced levels of psychic complexity, and that giftedness is
characterized by greater intensity and complexity [7].

The theory of Dabrowski has five levels of development, and people with greater emo-
tional intensity are those who have easier access to the more advanced levels of individual
development. These emotional intensities are called overexcitabilities. The overexcitabil-
ities provide a greater innate capacity to respond to stimuli. The five overexcitabilities
represent an abundance of physical, sensual, creative, intellectual, and emotional energy,
which cause inner turmoil but can result in creative endeavors as well as advanced emo-
tional and ethical development. The five overexcitabilities of Dabrowski are listed with
their defining characteristics.

Five Overexcitabilities
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i. Physical or Psychomotor (OE)

• Rapid speech
• Marked enthusiasm
• Pressure for action
• Enjoyment of fast sports and games [8]

ii. Sensual (OE)

• Enhanced sensory pleasure
• Keen seeing, smelling, tasting, touching, and hearing
• Appreciation of beautiful objects
• Appreciation of writing styles and words [8]

iii. Imaginational (OE)

• Facility for invention
• Facility with fantasy
• Detailed visualization
• Animistic
• Magical thinking
• Frequent use of image and metaphor [8]

iv. Intellectual (OE)

• Curiosity
• Concentration
• Sustained intellectual effort
• Avid reading
• Love of theory and analysis
• Moral thinking
• Development of a hierarchy of values
• Conceptual and intuitive integration [8]

v. Emotional (OE)

• Intensity of feelings
• Extremes of emotion
• Complex emotions and feelings
• Identification with feelings of others
• Concern for others
• Empathy and sensitivity in relationships [8]

Dabrowski said emotional OE was the most important of all the OEs because empathic,
altruistic people are the ones who could make this world a better place [7].

3. Levels of Development

There are five levels of development in the theory of Dabrowski, including primary
integration, uni-level disintegration, spontaneous multi-level disintegration, organized
multi-level disintegration, and secondary integration. Nelson (2000) [9] claimed that in
Level I primary integration egocentrism prevails, and individuals lack empathy and self-
examination, and when things go awry they blame others. In their desire for power, they
can be ruthless. Level II individuals are influenced by their social group and have no clear
set of self-determined values. In Level III individuals have developed a hierarchical sense
of values, and their inner conflict concerns how to live up to these higher standards. They
can become depressed and anxious when they perceive they are not living up to the goals
they have established for themselves. They can feel inferior to others and dissatisfied.

Level IV individuals are well on the way to self-actualization. They have figured
out how to reach their ideal goals, and they are self-aware and autonomous in thought
and action. Level V individuals have mastered their personal struggle regarding self and
disintegration by the integration of values and ideals. They live in service to humanity
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according to the highest universal principles of love and compassion for the worth of
other individuals.

The challenge for education is how to provide opportunities for gifted students to
engage in meaningful activities that provide academic challenge and stimulation as well as
meet their emotional needs. One strategy to meet this challenge is the use of mindfulness
practices, which have considerable potential to meet both the academic and the emotional
needs of gifted students.

4. What Are the Benefits of Mindfulness Practices?

The benefits of mindfulness for children and students are substantial, particularly
for young children. Pre-K programs using mindfulness reported increases in attention
and concentration, improved classroom participation by developing impulse control, and
enhanced academic performance. Benefits for middle school students included reduced
anxiety before testing and increased readiness to learn, as well as pro-social behavior. In
addition, teachers reported that mindfulness strategies enhanced their classroom climate
and increased their responsiveness to their students [10].

In addition, research has shown that practicing mindfulness can actually change the
brain [11]. These changes vary from increased density of gray matter to cortical thickness
of the hippocampus, a decrease in cell volume in the amygdala, and enhanced connectivity
between brain regions.

Mindfulness practices have positive effects on the executive functioning of gifted
students, enabling them to manage themselves and their resources in order to achieve
their goals. The executive functioning skills include working memory, flexible thinking,
and self-control, and these skills are controlled by the frontal lobe of the brain. One
mindfulness strategy that has been successfully used to help gifted students to build
executive functioning and feel a sense of connectedness is deep listening.

5. Deep Listening

According to Otto Scharmer (2009) [12] in Leading from the future as it emerges, there
are four levels of listening, with generative listening described as deep listening. The four
levels are: (1) Downloading, in which the listener hears the content and ideas and confirms
what the listener already knows; (2) Factual listening, in which the listener listens for facts
from the speaker’s perspective; (3) Empathic listening, in which the listener listens from
the perspective of the speaker; and (4) Generative, in which the listener listens with deep
attention to the speaker’s behavior, opinions, beliefs, and actions to allow something new
to emerge. Level 4 describes deep listening as interactional between the speaker and the
one who is listening.

Gifted students with their desperate need for understanding and acceptance and
excruciating sensitivity [3] have shared that they often feel their parents and teachers do
not listen to them; yet conversely, gifted students often demonstrate what Doell (2003) [13]
identified as the two types of listening: listening to understand and listening to respond.
Too often gifted students enact the second type of listening, waiting for an opportunity
to respond and sometimes missing the speaker’s content in their eagerness to share their
own ideas.

6. Research on Deep Listening

Heather Plett (2017) [14], a writer, coach, facilitator, and speaker, conducted research
by posing a series of questions on Facebook about deep listening. What do you think are
the best indicators that someone is genuinely listening to you? What do you think are
the indicators that someone is not genuinely listening to you? When do you find it most
challenging to listen to another person? She received numerous responses and summarized
their answers to her questions in six generalizations.
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a. Genuine listening cannot be faked. Outward signals that someone is listening in-
clude eye contact, bodily engagement, and good questions, and the speaker needs to
have a genuine sense that the person listening is fully present.

b. Culture and context matter. Some cultures do not value eye contact, it can be a
sign of disrespect, and when the speaker has a lot of shame or trauma, this requires
genuine listening by focusing full attention on the speaker.

c. Ultimately a good listener allows the person to whom they are listening to hear

themselves. When we interject questions, interruptions, and too much body lan-
guage in the act of listening, we pull the person away from the depth and openheart-
edness of their own story.

d. Genuine listening involves stilling your body and mind so that you can be fully

present. Indicators of someone not listening include fidgeting, checking devices, not
making eye contact, looking past the speaker, and nodding too much.

e. The behavior of the person speaking strongly impacts our ability to listen to them.
People found it most challenging to listen to another person when the speaker was
self-righteous, condescending, and not willing to be open-minded.

f. Genuine listening requires self-awareness and good self-care. It is important to
pay attention to our own triggers and take time to listen to ourselves first; then we
are in a better position to listen to others. Plett (2017) [14] summarized her own
thoughts on listening by stressing that learning to listen is a lifelong journey and to
be a better listener, you need to start listening to yourself.

7. Benefits of Deep Listening

Roger Allen (2020) [15] in the Power of Deep Listening reported ten benefits of deep
listening, including:

• Establishing rapport with others
• Building trust and good will
• Deepening our understanding of others
• Learning new ideas and perspectives
• Making it safe for others to open up to deal with deep and not surface issues
• Gaining accurate information for better decision making and problem solving
• Overcoming friction and working through conflict
• Developing shared understanding and consensus
• Affirming, motivating, and empowering others
• Promoting personal and relationship healing

Allen (2020) [15] noted that as you improve your listening skills, people will notice
that you are more present and attuned.

8. Deep Listening with College Students

As a professor in the Educational Psychology Department at the University of South
Florida, I taught a Group Dynamics class and used the Circle Way strategy in which students
are seated in a circle and use a talking stick to indicate who is speaking. There were no
interruptions or cross talk while the speaker was talking, and the speaker spoke with
intention as the group practiced deep listening. The students were enthusiastic about
the use of the Circle Way and said it created a sense of well-being in their group. They
learned to be better listeners with practice in each of the class meetings. The students said
the Circle Way and deep listening encouraged them to connect, empathize, and truly hear
what their fellow students were feeling and meaning. Each week there was growth in the
students’ ability to use deep listening skills. A list of deep listening skills used in the Group
Dynamics class included:

• Making eye contact with the individual speaking
• Putting aside judgmental thinking
• Nodding to indicate you are listening
• Noticing the feelings or emotions accompanying the words

86



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 731

• Paying attention to the speaker’s tone and inflection of the speaker
• Listening for meaning
• Empathizing with the speaker

Several of the students were identified as gifted in their K–12 schooling, and they
said they would have benefited from having deep listening skills introduced to them,
particularly as they moved into middle school with its anti-intellectualization and their
feelings of being misunderstood and devalued. Several students in the class were parents
of gifted children, and they said they planned to introduce deep listening to their children
and to make sure they practiced deep listening with them.

9. Oscar Trimboli

The growing interest in deep listening is magnified in the quest of Oscar Trimboli
(2018) [16], the former marketing director of Vodafone and Microsoft, who claimed that
although 55% of our time in business is spent listening, it is a skill only 2% really grasp,
despite the astonishing costs of failing to do so, ranging from miscommunication to job
turnover to loss of sales. He noted the importance of silence and how it is used in high
context cultures like Japan, Korea, and China. He said that people ask you to listen, but
what they really crave is to be heard. Trimboli has a remarkable quest, he wants to create
100 million deep listeners in the world by 2030.

Deep listening is a powerful mindfulness practice for gifted students, and another
mindfulness practice that is essential to meet their emotional needs is gratitude. With
gratitude we acknowledge the goodness in our lives, and as a result it helps us connect to
something larger than ourselves. As gifted students move from Level III in the Dabrowski
theory they can become overwhelmed by not meeting the hierarchy of values and goals
they are establishing. Gratitude can be considered to be a social emotion to signal our
recognition of what others have done for us [17]. This reminds us that we are not alone in
our struggles.

10. Gratitude

Gratitude has been conceptualized as an emotion, a virtue, a moral sentient, a motive,
a coping response, a skill, and an attitude, and it is all these and more. Robert Emmons
(2010) [18], one of the key researchers in the psychology of gratitude, described gratitude as
an emotional response to a gift. It is the appreciation felt after one has been the beneficiary
of an altruistic act [18]. Later, Emmons and Sterns (2013) [19] introduced a definition
of gratitude that is both worldly and transcendent. In a worldly sense, gratitude is a
feeling that occurs in interpersonal exchanges, when one person acknowledges receiving a
valuable benefit from another. The transcendent notion is that one has received a personal
benefit that was not intentionally sought after, deserved, or earned, but rather because of
the good intentions of another person [19]. Emmons (2013) [20] also developed a 21-day
program to create emotional propensity.

Ackerman (2020) [21], a prolific writer for PositivePsychology.com, has published four
books, including a Guidebook for Gratitude. She stated that, with gratitude, we acknowledge
the goodness in our lives, and as a result it helps us connect to something larger than
ourselves as individuals, whether to other people, nature, or a higher power. Connecting
to something larger than one’s self is very important for gifted students who value moral
imperatives as a characteristic as well as idealism, and they can relate to the practice of
gratitude as they connect with others. The positive effects of practicing gratitude can
provide the emotional armor gifted students need to meet the challenges of being gifted in
a world that does not always ease their path.

11. Two Stages of Gratitude

According to Emmons (2013) [20] there are two stages of gratitude: (1) the acknowl-
edgment of goodness in our life. In a state of gratitude, we say yes to life. We affirm
that overall, life is good and has elements that make it worth living. Acknowledging we
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have received something gratifies us, both by its presence and by the effort the giver put
into choosing it. (2) Gratitude is recognizing that some of the sources of this goodness lie
outside the self. You can be grateful to other people, to animals, and to the world, but not
to yourself. In this stage, you recognize the goodness in your life, who to thank for it and
who made sacrifices so that you could be happy.

12. Practices of Gratitude

Keeping a journal is one way to keep a daily account of gratitude, reflecting on the
good things that happen in your daily life and then identifying their cause. Did someone
inspire you or provide you with an opportunity to be involved? The reflection on what
might have happened in your life had you not received the gift of a positive event is a
powerful strategy to understand the power of gratitude. The writing of thank you notes
to individuals who have given you time, effort, help, and inspiration is another way to
express gratitude and quiet your mind. The benefits of gratitude include the release of
dopamine in the brain, making the connection that practicing gratitude also makes you
feel good.

13. Research on Showing Gratitude

Emmons (2010) [18] in a Greater Good article reported on his research with more than
1000 individuals ages 8 to 80. They reported the benefits of gratitude, including physical,
psychological, and social benefits. They included:

i. Physical

• Strong immune system
• Less bothered by aches and pains
• Lower blood pressure
• Exercised more and took better care of their health
• Slept longer and felt more refreshed upon waking

ii. Psychological

• Higher levels of positive emotion
• More alert, alive, and awake
• More joy and pleasure
• More optimism and happiness

iii. Social

• More helpful, generous, and compassionate
• More forgiving
• More outgoing
• Felt less lonely and isolated [18] p. 2

Emmons (2013) [20] in his book Gratitude Works commented on the myriad benefits
to the body from evidence-based research on the use of techniques to cultivate gratitude.
He said, “Gratitude has one of the strongest links to mental health and satisfaction with
life than any personality trait, more than optimism, hope or compassion” [20] p. 9, Wong
and Brown (2019) [22], in their research on gratitude, assigned students to three groups.
Group one wrote thank you letters to another person every week for 3 weeks. Group two
recorded their thoughts and feelings about negative experiences. Group three did not write
anything. All three groups received counseling services. Group one reported significantly
better mental health in week 4 and even in week 12. Wong and Brown suggested that a
combination of gratitude practice and counseling is more beneficial than counseling alone.

Giacomo Bono (2020) [23] and his colleagues conducted research on 2 urban high
schools with 6 classrooms containing 152 students who had lessons and activities to instruct
them about the science of gratitude. The students were given access to a gratitude web
app called Give’Thx to express thanks to their classmates and teachers. A control group
of 9 comparable classrooms with 175 students did not receive the gratitude program. In
addition, 6 more classrooms of 82 students had access to the app during the 6 weeks. All
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students filled out a well-being survey after the project ended. Results showed students
who received the full program reported a stronger sense of gratitude. Learning about and
practicing gratitude significantly improved their social and emotional well-being. The
researchers reported that the students who received both components of the program gave
thanks more often, more intensely, and to more people compared to students who only
used the app. The Bono study provided evidence that when high school students are given
opportunities to practice and express gratitude in ways that are compatible with their use
of social media it helps them become happier and improves their mental health.

14. Gifted Students Reach Out to Other Students

In the 2021 Texas Governor’s School secondary students (Grades 11 and 12) were
introduced to the science of gratitude and to the app Give’Thx and asked to write three
thank you notes each day to classmates and teachers [24]. In their self-reports they listed
feelings of being humble, grateful, and caring and a sense of well-being. They suggested
making a short list of activities other students could use to realize the benefits of giftedness,
and they created a bookmark including suggestions for the students to distribute in their
home schools. Their list included:

• Create visual reminders to practice gratitude with sticky notes
• At the end of the day, write down three things for which you are grateful
• Practice saying thank you in a real and meaningful way
• Be mindful of your five senses and be grateful when you use them
• Write one handwritten thank you note each week

Gratitude is good for your body, your mind, and your relationships. Gratitude
practices, including gratitude journals that provide feedback on what is being expressed
through the practice of gratitude, block toxic, negative emotions and allow you to celebrate
the present.

Emmons (2013) [20] said you can cultivate gratitude by making a commitment to
simple daily or weekly gratitude practices. Gratitude increases optimism and changes in
your brain, and research has shown the benefit of expressing gratitude and its value to
gifted students. Another mindfulness practice that is most valuable for gifted students is
storytelling, which impacts the identity and self-concept of gifted students.

15. Storytelling

We live events in our lives at least twice, once when the events happen, and the
second time when we review those events and organize them into some sort of narrative
or storytelling [25]. McAdams stated that people are natural storytellers, ranging from folk
tales to reality television, and stories are told or performed in every known human culture.
McAdams, a professor at Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois, has spent over
30 years conducting research on storytelling and narrative identity, and he said through
narrative identify, we convey to ourselves and to others who we are now, how we came to
be, and where we think our lives may be going in the future. He called this internalized
story our own personal myth.

Miraca Gross (2011) [26], a noted educator in gifted education from Australia, claimed
that the process of identity development in intellectually gifted children and adolescents is
complicated by their innate and acquired differences from age peers. To be valued within a
peer culture, gifted students may mask their giftedness and develop alternative identities
that are perceived as more socially acceptable. Gross called this a protective mask.

In recent studies, narrative identity researchers have focused on psychological adapta-
tion and development. Research into the relationship between life stories and adaptation
has shown that narrators who find redemptive meanings in suffering and adversity con-
struct life stories that feature themes of personal agency and explorations and tend to enjoy
higher levels of mental health, well-being, and maturity. These research findings align well
with the theory of Dabrowski and the struggle to integrate values and ideals.
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16. Stories Can Influence the Self-Concept

Beliefs we hold about ourselves are part of our self-concept, and these beliefs are
relatively stable. However, the beliefs we hold as part of self-concept can be altered by
self-reflection. In addition, there is research indicating that reading stories of fictional
protagonists and their struggles provoke changes in self-ratings. Djikic, Oatley, Zoeterman
and Peterson (2009) [27] asked one group of students to read a short story and a second
group to view a documentary with the same content, and then both groups completed
the Big Five Personality Inventory before and after reading. Students who read the short
story showed a greater change in their ratings in the five personality traits of extraversion,
conscientiousness, agreeableness, emotional stability, neuroticism, and openness to experi-
ences, than the students who read the documentary control story. Other researchers have
found that being mentally involved in stories with visual imagery and emotional affect
motivates students to take a mental journey into the world of a narrative, which helps to
explain the positive impact of stories [28,29].

17. Techniques to Merge Storytelling and Mindfulness

Marusya Price (2019) [30], an English teacher, shared techniques in Thrive Global
on ways teachers and parents can merge storytelling and mindfulness. She stated that
storytelling is a powerful tool to connect with others, to look deep inside our self and
heal. Price used storytelling in her classroom to help students embrace their creativity
and imagine themselves beyond this reality. Price used several techniques, including
visualization, mindful walks, personification, and hidden smells. Sometimes she would
display a beach visualization and then ask the students to write a story about a beach trip
they may have experienced, expressing their feelings about the trip: what they saw, heard,
smelled, felt, or tasted. Then she would ask them to bring a pencil and paper for mindful
walking. Before the mindful walk, the students would close their eyes and take five deep
mindful breaths, and then walk around a nearby park jotting down what they saw, felt, or
smelled and their feelings on the walk. Price invited them to share their notes or to write a
story about the trip. In Personification, the students bring a favorite toy or object to school,
and then close their eyes and ponder questions such as: What material is the object made
from? How does it feel? Is it soft or rough? Does it have a particular smell? If this object
could speak, how would it sound? When the students open their eyes, they then write a
narrative story from the point of view of the object. The students keep connected to the
object by holding it as they write their story.

In Hidden Smells, each student brings an envelope to school with a hidden smell in
it, cinnamon, pepper, ground ginger, lavender, etc. The envelopes are mixed up and each
student takes an envelope and smells the envelope without opening it and ponders these
questions: What could the smell be? Does it bring certain memories? What people are
involved in that memory? What sensations are you feeling? They can touch what is in the
envelope and respond to how it feels. Then the students are asked to write a narrative
inspired by this smell. Price said storytelling improved self-awareness, sharpened visual
imagery, and developed a sense of community in the class.

18. Research on Storytelling

Mello (2001) [31] conducted a meta-analysis of eight studies regarding the use of
storytelling as an educational strategy. The studies demonstrated that the literacy of the
participants was enhanced in the academic areas of fluency, vocabulary, writing, and
recall. In addition, she found self-awareness, visual imagery, and cultural knowledge of
others increased.

Marc Kuby (2015) [32] from Winnipeg, Manitoba, described storytelling as a common
language that facilitated communication with his students as they heard and understood
each other’s stories and recognized themselves in the stories of others, no matter how
varied the cultural backgrounds. Kuby shared a storytelling experience in which Winnipeg
high school students from Newcomer, First Nations, and Settler backgrounds were brought
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together to share stories. As they told each other stories, the students came to understand
the common challenge of being recognized as individuals with unique identities within
their school. This problem was particularly noted in the case of Newcomer and First
Nations students. Their stories revealed discriminating practices within the school and
community. Having discovered a common challenge, the students wanted to act. They
formed into groups of Settlers, Newcomers, and First Nations students, and together chose
to act by telling stories to their teachers.

As teachers honored the students’ stories, the students began to think and act differ-
ently. Kuby summarized the storytelling experience by saying that when we look at the
world through the eyes of our students, we can find the way to build classroom communi-
ties that turn into healthy, robust, and just places where students can develop their talents.
He stressed the importance of placing the cultivation of empathy, mutual concern, and
understanding at the top of any list of educational outcomes, and the path to achieving
those outcomes can be advanced by the incorporation of storytelling into our practices.

19. Digital Storytelling

Digital storytelling uses multimedia tools including graphics, audio, video, and
animation to tell a story. Students of today grew up surrounded by digital technology and
are routinely exposed to computers, electronic games, digital music players, video cameras,
and mobile phones. They are immersed in instant messaging, emails, web browsing,
log, wiki tools, portable music, social networks, and video sites, so digital storytelling
is a natural practice for them. Smeda, Dakich and Sharda (2014) [33] conducted a multi-
site study in Australia at the primary and secondary levels to see if digital storytelling
would provide students opportunities to engage in innovative learning experiences. They
found digital storytelling to be a meaningful approach to creating a constructivist learning
environment and that digital storytelling had the potential to enhance student engagement
and provide better educational outcomes for students.

20. How Mindfulness and Storytelling Help Students Heal and Learn

Reach Academy in Oakland, California, represents a great success story of the use
of mindfulness and storytelling. Mason Musumeci, a literacy teacher at Reach Academy,
was concerned that so many of their students had witnessed high levels of conflict. He
described the students as having bodies knotted with feelings of worry and fear, emotions
that he knew propelled them into the fight or flight mode. Many had witnessed the death
of a parent, experienced emotional neglect and even homelessness. These issues were
preventing them from feeling safe enough to focus on class. The faculty reached out to
Laurie Grossman (2016) [34], a teacher and founder of Mindful Schools. She came to the
Academy and asked the students to close their eyes, and not one of them did so. They just
stared at her. Over a period of time the students eventually became comfortable with the
mindful breathing and practices, and they loved practicing these mindfulness skills.

The students asked to lead the mindfulness practices themselves. One student took
his fellow students through the mindfulness activities and gave them the traditional
instructions, “Close your eyes add focus on the breath, see if you can feel your breath in
your belly”.

The teachers reported that a sense of serenity entered their classrooms after the
mindfulness training, and the administrators recognized that mindfulness changed the
school climate. The students wanted to write a book sharing their stories, and they worked
with Laurie Grossman [34] to create their book. Master of Mindfulness (2014) was published,
and the students shared their book with another school in Oakland and in classes in their
own school. Mindfulness taught the students that they are all connected by way of the
breath, and this awareness helped them to feel calmer while strengthening their sense of
self and sense of community.
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21. The Power of Storytelling to Build Community and Heal Emotional Pain

Storytelling was one of the evening activities of the Texas Governor’s School and this
year the counselors were amazed at the depth of the stories the students shared with one
another. Selected stories included:

I came to the United States with my mother from Mexico and she enrolled me in
Liberty elementary school. They placed me in a class with other students who all spoke
English and I only knew Spanish. I tried to do the work and even though I didn’t speak
English, I did my best. I was good at Math and it seemed like the class work in Math was
really easy. When they tested us on a State test, I tested at the 90% in Math and they moved
me to the Gifted program. It was only then I realized they had placed me in a Special
Education class because they thought I was retarded. This hurts me so much to think about
it even now and how unfair it was to me.

As she shared her story, a silent tear crept down her face and the other students spon-
taneously embraced her. The irony is that she was 18 years old and the incident happened
when she was 8 years old. However, by sharing her story and receiving compassion from
her fellow students, the pain was put aside for the moment. At this point, another student
wanted to share her story. She said:

In my first-grade class the teacher asked me to read in front of the class. I told her I
could not do that, you see I stuttered really bad. She took my hand and pushed me in front
of the group and said, “Now read”, I started but stuttered, the words just wouldn’t come
out. She had me start again, and again I stuttered. She raised her voice and said again.
Again, I stuttered and she told me to go sit down. The class laughed at me and I will never
forget that day and I wet myself right there in class.

The students all sat quietly, listening deeply to the story, then they hugged her, and
the first student who shared her story said, “You were so young just like me to be made to
feel so bad”. Then one of the girls asked if she could read her story. She shared:

Everyone always refers to my cerebral palsy, what I can do and what I can’t do! But
my cp is not me, and here I have found no one mentions my cp and I do what everyone
else does. I am me and it is ok. I think of my cp as a backpack and I want to put it down.
Her voice quivered and the girls hugged her saying we never even thought about your
cp. One said, “I thought you just needed extra time to walk to class and I enjoyed walking
with you and having time to talk about stuff”.

Each evening the girls met with their counselor, and they wrote stories in their journals
that they could share with one another, if they chose to do so, or keep their story private.
The sense of trust and compassion the students expressed for one another was remarkable.
In their self-reports of their experiences in the summer program, storytelling was listed as
a high point in their evaluation of the mindfulness practices. The students said they were
grateful to share their experiences of pain and humiliation with one another, and then let
them go. The deep listening they demonstrated for one another helped them to heal, as
well as to form a strong supportive community. Each counselor worked with 15 girls and
the groups were called a “family”, and storytelling made their families a safe haven for the
students [24].

22. Discussion

The emotional intensities of gifted students affect not only their learning, but also the
way they live and see the world [3]. The Theory of Positive Disintegration with its five
levels and five overexcitabilities, representing an abundance of physical, sensual, creative,
intellectual, and emotional energy, help to provide an understanding of the inner world of
gifted students and the need to address their emotional needs.

Silverman (2017) [3] described how advanced thought processes and complex emo-
tions are held in a delicate balance in gifted students. The emotional needs of the gifted,
including idealism, self-doubt, perceptiveness, excruciating sensitivity, moral imperatives,
desperate need of understanding, acceptance, and love, all impinge on them simultane-
ously. As a result, it is essential that educators and parents find ways to help the gifted

92



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 731

deal with their emotional needs, and research has shown that mindfulness practices of
deep listening, gratitude, and storytelling yield positive results in meeting their emotional
needs. The three mindfulness practices of deep listening, gratitude, and storytelling can be
integrated into discussions and activities with individuals and groups for positive results
in self-awareness and understanding of self, which are essential to the full development of
gifted children and youth.

23. Conclusions

The emotional needs of gifted students can be addressed by using mindfulness prac-
tices, including deep listening, gratitude, and storytelling. The research of Allen (2020) [15]
on the effectiveness of deep listening, Ackerman (2020) [21] on positive outcomes of the
use of gratitude, and Breen (2015) [35] on how storytelling impacts our identify indicate
the positive impact that mindfulness practices have on gifted students by building a sense
of identity and helping them to manage their emotions through reactivity, regulation,
and reappraisal. Davidson and Goleman (2017) [11] also reported that using mindfulness
practices actually changes the brain.

Mindfulness practices can assist gifted students who may be at Level III in the
Dabrowski Theory of Positive Disintegration in establishing their hierarchy of values
and encourage them to move on to Level IV of Dabrowski and positive integration of
their values.

There is growing interest in the use of mindfulness practices to address the emotional
needs of gifted students, evidenced by increases in the number of mindfulness presentations
at educational conferences and the number of mindfulness publications. These increases
demonstrate the recognition that gifted students need assistance in meeting the challenge
of their emotional needs.

Students who experience mindfulness practices become strong advocates for mind-
fulness, as demonstrated by the 5th grade students of Musumeci at Reach Academy in
Oakland, California, who published their book Masters of Mindfulness: How to be your
own superhero in times of stress chronicling their positive experiences with mindfulness.
The foreword to their book was provided by Jon Kabat-Zinn, an international leader in
mindfulness as part of his life work.

We are living in a time in which there is daily stress and constant accessibility to what
seems like an endless flow of news. This nonstop stream of information can be daunting
to sensitive gifted students, who need to learn how to withstand the stresses of daily life,
and mindfulness practices can become the “emotional armor” they need to successfully
cope. Linda Silverman (2017) [3] described the movement through the levels of Dabrowski
as a personal journey into higher realms of existence, a journey that enriches the self and
the world.

Dabrowski (1972) [7] said that the growth and evolution of civilization and culture
create more complex problems, which can only be handled by people with correspondingly
advanced levels of psychic complexity, and that gifted people characterized by greater
intensity and complexity can use their talents to make this world a better place.
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Abstract: Providing challenging and engaging learning opportunities is one way to motivate students
to learn. In this article, we discuss the contributions of the gifted education field to the development
of enrichment pedagogy and identify several different types of these engaging instructional strategies,
including interest-based learning pedagogy, differentiation and curriculum compacting, project-based
learning, open-ended choice, and the application of creative productivity to students learning. We
identify this specialized pedagogy and give examples of how these exciting pedagogical strategies
can be implemented in classrooms and by enrichment specialists and school counselors, both for
academically talented and for all students. We conclude with a brief overview of research that
demonstrates longitudinal benefits for students who are exposed to this type of teaching, suggesting
positive outcomes.

Keywords: interdisciplinary teaching; enrichment pedagogy; differentiation; curriculum compacting;
schoolwide enrichment model-reading; SEM-R

1. Introduction

Many different enrichment theories have been proposed, developed, and some have
been studied in the field of gifted education and enrichment during the last few decades.
Our own theoretical work on the development of the Schoolwide Enrichment Model
(SEM) [1–3] and its broad implementation across the globe, is testimony to the fact that
gifted education has served a true laboratory for the enrichment innovations that have
subsequently become mainstays of talent development opportunities [4]. This movement
has been fueled in part by frustrations over the types of teaching that has been in the
past and is currently being asked of teachers in many classrooms across the world. Too
often we have heard numerous testimonials from creative teachers about administrative
insistence on scripted lessons, the need to teach the same lesson on the same day in the same
format to every student in a grade level across the district, and diminished opportunities
to teach creatively, accompanied by a loss of creative opportunities for talent development
and enrichment.

In this article, we discuss various forms of enrichment pedagogy, including strategies
for increasing student effort, enjoyment, and performance, and for integrating a range of
advanced-level learning experiences and thinking skills into all curricular areas. Enrich-
ment pedagogy enable students to experience advanced-level learning, critical and creative
thinking and problem solving, and the motivation to pursue rigorous and rewarding work.
Although an in-depth discussion of specific enrichment models is beyond the scope of this
article, a comprehensive overview of systems and models in gifted education is available
in a volume of that name [5].

Enrichment and enrichment pedagogy theories relating to gifted education generally
fall into two broad categories. The first is enrichment experiences constructed around the
interests and talents of children, such as those we recommend in the SEM, and the second,
theories in which enrichment is selected by teachers or curricular opportunities that are
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selected for their appropriate content and curriculum for enrichment. Enrichment theories
usually are interest-based; integrate advanced content, processes, and products; include
broad interdisciplinary themes; foster effective independent and autonomous learning;
provide compacted, individualized and differentiated curriculum and instruction; develop
investigative creative problem solving abilities and creativity; and integrate the tools of the
practicing professionals in the development of products.

As early as 1985, we advocated the use of and extension of some types of enrichment
pedagogy for the talent development of all students. The seeds of this idea were cultivated
in Renzulli’s Enrichment Triad Model [6] with three types of enrichment, which serve as
the pedagogical core of our SEM approach [1–3]. This model is often used as a theme
for magnet schools, or as a whole school enrichment approach for schools that use the
model for all students. It is also implemented as a program for gifted and academically
talented students and has even been suggested as a social and emotional and counseling
intervention [7]. The knowledge gained and research conducted on this approach over
four decades demonstrates that the SEM is widely implemented as an enrichment program
used with academically gifted and talented students and a magnet theme school for all
students using talent development experiences [8]. The SEM provides enriched learning
experiences and higher learning standards for all children through three goals; developing
talents in all children, providing a broad range of advanced-level enrichment experiences
for all students, and follow-up advanced learning for children based on interests and strong
motivation to pursue a topic of special interest. The enrichment pedagogy included in
our SEM pedagogy has resulted in increased engagement, higher achievement in multiple
forms (both in standardized achievement tests and more important, in creative productivity)
and the use of enjoyable and challenging learning experiences constructed around students’
interests, learning styles, and product styles [8].

2. Enrichment Pedagogy

We define pedagogy as methods used by teachers to instruct and teach children
and enrichment pedagogy as the teaching methods that respond to students’ academic
strengths and interests. Enrichment pedagogy refers to enriched, strength based instruc-
tional approaches that teachers use to engage learners. For over four decades, we have
advocated the use of a systematic strength-based, talent-focused pedagogy based on ac-
quired knowledge of students’ academic strengths, learning preferences, interests, and
talents. In our Schoolwide Enrichment Model, we specify the need to both identify and
develop students’ talents, strengths, and interests to provide opportunities for enrichment
and talent development. In fact, our focus has been on what we call the concept of ORE,
that is providing Resources, and Encouragement in areas of student interest, that will
contribute to the development of their future areas of expertise, talents, or interests. These
opportunities should be provided both within and outside of the curriculum to develop
students’ advanced abilities and interests.

Enrichment pedagogy is embedded within the Enrichment Triad Model [6], the
pedagogical core of the SEM. The Triad includes two categories of general enrichment
(Types I and II), which we recommend for all students, and a third category (Type III), a
more advanced type of enrichment that is appropriate for students, with academic talents,
as well as advanced abilities and interests and task commitment. These three types of
enrichment are introduced briefly here for context and application of enrichment pedagogy.
Type I Enrichment consists of general exploratory experiences that expose young people
to new interests and potential areas of follow-up. Type II Enrichment consists of training
activities in the following six categories: Cognitive Thinking Skills, Character Development
Skills, Learning How-To-Learn Skills, Using Advanced Research and Reference Skills,
Written, Oral, and Communication Skills, and Meta-Cognitive Technology Skills. Type III
Enrichment includes individual and small group investigations of real problems; and it is
with this type of enrichment pedagogy that we have seen the most innovative and creative
examples of talent development.
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We define some enrichment pedagogy strategies briefly in Table 1 below and in
the sections that follow, illustrate how these types of pedagogies can be applied in both
classrooms and enrichment programs.

Table 1. Enrichment Pedagogy Strategies.

Enrichment Pedagogy Strategy Description

Strength-based Learning Opportunities

Using knowledge of students’ academic strengths, learning preferences,
interests, and talents to systematically create learning opportunities

focusing on talent development opportunities to develop their talents,
gifts, interests, and strengths

Critical/Creative Thinking and Problem Solving

Providing opportunities to use critical and creative thinking and
problem solving (ability to interpret information critically and make a
judgement, and using open-ended thinking resulting in multiple ideas

and solutions)

Identification and Development of Interests (such as using Interest
Development Centers)

Purposeful methods used to identify and develop student interests in
class, such as using interest assessment instruments and interest

development centers in the classroom.

Independent and Small Group Projects, Studies, and Explorations
(Opportunities for Creative Productivity)

Enable the development of creative-productive gifted behaviors that
enable students to work on problems and areas of study that have

personal relevance to them. Work on these studies can often be used for
solving problems and making a difference in society, either by

individual or groups of students.

Open-ended and Choice Assignments and Other Choice Enrichment

Provide open-ended and choice in assignments, including homework
and class assignments. Additionally, offering choices for enrichment

learning, such as in enrichment clusters selected by students, in which
the production of a product or service occurs.

Differentiated Instruction (Curriculum Compacting) Targeted to
Student Needs

Make instructional and curricular modifications and differentiated
instruction to ensure that instruction and content are more challenging

and advanced, as needed.

Integrating Depth and Complexity
Infuse the curriculum with depth and promoting in students a desire for

complexities beyond the requirements of the standard curriculum to
stimulate student inquiry or questioning and/or student responses

Embracing Affective Differences and Support for Social Emotional
Needs and Development

Use pedagogy that addresses the multifaceted characteristics of diverse
groups of students, also focusing on their social and emotional needs,

and ways of supporting their social and affective growth through
academic engagement and strength-based pedagogy

In the sections below, we describe some of the ways that teachers can integrate some
or a combination of the gifted education pedagogy strategies suggested in Table I into
teaching and instructional strategies that work. Examples include strategies that can be
implemented either in one content area, such as reading, as well as in multiple content
areas and across grade levels.

3. Curriculum Compacting

To maximize instructional time, enrichment pedagogy also incorporates rigor into
the differentiated and compacted curriculum to eliminate work that students have al-
ready mastered. Compacting is one differentiation strategy used to document which work
within content areas has been compacted and alternative work that has been substituted.
Compacting can include content acceleration for students who can cover regular curricu-
lum material faster, as well as accelerated content necessary for an advanced project or
additional depth or complexity in content. In this way, compacting is compatible with ac-
celeration best-practices and models [9]. Curriculum Compacting integrates several of the
pedagogy strategies outlined in Table 1. For example, it is a strategy focusing on students’
curricular strengths and interests, and also focuses on increasing depth and complexity. It
enables students to pursue these interests and encourages involvement and completion
of Type III enrichment studies. In addition, it exposes students to advanced thinking
and problem-solving skills and strategies, as well as ways of embracing greater challenge.
When teachers compact curriculum, they also provide affective support for more advanced

97



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 615

work and help to reduce the likelihood of underachievement through the substitution of
more engaging work leading to social and emotional support for advanced students.

Curriculum compacting is one of the most well-researched and practiced methods of
differentiation [10]. It is traditionally offered and provided to all eligible above average
students. Compacting enables classroom teachers to modify the regular curriculum by
eliminating portions of previously mastered content when students demonstrate content
strengths in a particular area (s). Research on compacting has demonstrated that academi-
cally talented students can have up to 50–75% of their regular curriculum eliminated or
streamlined to avoid repetition of previously mastered work while guaranteeing mastery
and simultaneously substituting more appropriately challenging activities [11,12]. Research
shows a huge range of reading achievement and fluency across both heterogeneous, as
well as homogeneous classrooms [13]. Firmender and colleagues found wide ranges in
reading comprehension across five diverse schools (including a gifted magnet school), with
a range of nine grade levels for Grade 3 students and over eleven grades levels for Grade
5 students. A similar wide range of oral reading fluency scores was found across each of
the five elementary schools, as students scored from below the 10th percentile to above
the 90th percentile. These results demonstrate the wide range of reading achievement in
diverse populations of students, including gifted students, and the need for teachers to
differentiate and compact reading content and instruction to enable all students to make
continuous progress in reading. Compacting enables teachers to document the content
areas that have been compacted and substitute them with alternative work that is more
interesting, challenging, and engaging. In a certain sense, compacting allows students to
“buy time” that can then be devoted to talent development activities, such as advanced
projects or independent or small group Type III investigations.

4. Integrating Depth and Content into Student Learning

Integrating depth and complexity into student learning enables students to experience
complexity of content, enabling them to understand, appreciate, and think critically about
the content matter of what they are reading [14]. A focus on depth and complexity with
content leads to higher engagement for academically talented and high potential learners.
Specifically, for gifted students, the emphasis on depth should enable students to acquire a
deep understanding of the content in a particular field. An emphasis on complexity should
enable students to gain insights into connections across disciplines. Kaplan found that deep
understanding occurs when students can investigate content and she has provided icons
that enable deeper discussions to occur about details, patterns, rules, trends, unanswered
questions, ethics and big ideas [14]. She has found that more complex understanding of
disciplines is gained when students can investigate how fields have changed over time,
the different perspectives that are held and also, how disciplines connect with each other.
Kaplan also developed icons to serve as learning tools/prompts to accompany these more
challenging discussions for teachers to use.

5. Interest Centers

Another method for integrating enrichment pedagogy into a classroom is by assem-
bling a variety of enrichment choices into an interest center that can be used spark the
curiosity of students within or across disciplines. Teachers can organize the materials using
a space in a classroom, such as a bulletin board or table in such a manner as to invite
students to peruse the resources and begin to pursue interdisciplinary or content-specific
enrichment. These centers can include many high interest resources including fiction, non-
fiction, picture books, websites and virtual tours to entice students into an historical, artistic,
and investigative journeys about topics of interest. Interest Centers are recommended as
an interdisciplinary enrichment experience in the SEM, where content can be delivered
through Interest Centers can include exciting and innovative Type I experiences such as
video clips of interesting expert speakers, exposure to internet sites, as well as a variety of
books at varying levels of difficulty and disciplines. Students can pursue interests, find
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interdisciplinary connections, and then decide to begin engaging Type III studies. An
Interest Center about biology, for example, can include various books about biology (either
non-fiction and fiction); magazines, journals, some that can be cut up by students; a model
of the human skeleton; an old stethoscope; additional charts, posters, and diagrams of
body organs; a measuring tape, timer; X-rays of bones; writing and art supplies; stamp
pads, glue, chalk; poster board, and construction paper; as well as a computer with internet
access; a model of human skin. These types of interest center enable students to explore
their interests by reading about a subject, holding and touching objects relating to biology,
viewing films, reading books, and even listening to blogs or TED talks about this topic.

6. Independent and Small Group Projects: Type III Studies

Type III Enrichment is the most advanced level in the Enrichment Triad Model. Types
I and II Enrichment, as well as curriculum compacting, can and should be provided on
a regular basis to students, but the ability to revolve into Type III Enrichment depends
on an individual’s interests, motivation, and desire to pursue advanced level study. Type
III Enrichment can be defined as investigative activities and artistic productions in which
the learner assumes the role of a first-hand inquirer thinking, feeling, and doing like a
practicing professional, with involvement pursued at as advanced or professional level as
possible given the student’s level of development and age. The most important feature of
the model is the “flow” or connection among the experiences. Each type of enrichment is
viewed as a component part of a holistic process that blends present or newly developed
interests (Type I) and advanced level thinking and research skills (Type II) with application
situations based on the modus operandi of the first-hand inquirer (Type III). For example,
students with interests and passions in the arts can pursue Type III’s in school, spending
hours drawing, painting, animating, and illustrating.

In a Type III experience, individual or small groups of students can also conduct
research, pursue intense interests, and create original products to address personally
relevant real problems, which do not have preexisting or unique solutions. These projects
are usually intended to cause change or to make new contributions in the relevant field
(s), and are of interest to a real audience [6]. Type III projects include examples of students
transforming interests into investigative activities. The benefits of participating in Type III
enrichment include reversing underachievement [15,16]. These researchers all described
how students who completed Type III projects believed that the projects supported their
career decision-making through interest exploration and clarification.

Type III enrichment can be pursued when students who become interested in learning
more about a self-selected area and become willing to commit the time necessary for
advanced content acquisition and process training. This is the period in which they assume
the role of a first-hand inquirer, supported by a teacher or adult mentor who understands
the goal of enrichment pedagogy. The goals of Type III enrichment include the following:

• opportunities for applying interests, knowledge, creative ideas and task commitment
to a self-selected problem or area of study;

• advanced level understanding of the knowledge (content) and methodology (process)
that are used within particular disciplines, artistic areas of expression and interdisci-
plinary studies;

• authentic products that are primarily directed toward bringing about a desired impact
upon a specified audience;

• self-directed learning skills in the areas of planning, organization, resource utilization,
time management, decision making and self-evaluation, and,

• development of task commitment, self-confidence, and feelings of creative
accomplishment.

Type III products are always based on students’ interests. A book written by a
fifth grade student named Gretchen provides one example of a Type III study. Gretchen
had two passionate interests as a fifth grader: the literature of Louisa May Alcott and
cooking. Gretchen had read all of Louisa May Alcott’s books and identified, in each book,
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any specific food mentioned. She researched the recipes of the time that would have
been used to make the food (such as buckwheat cakes), field-tested each recipe (including
making substitutions for ingredients no longer available), and created an original cookbook.
Gretchen spent a year and a half working on a cookbook that combined vignettes of scenes
from Little Women and Little Men with many authentic 19th century recipes for making the
foods described in the novels. The Louisa May Alcott Cookbook was accepted and became the
first book contracted by Little Brown with a child author. In Gretchen’s Type III, both the
process she used and the final product involved high levels of creative engagement and
clear evidence of creative work. Using this advanced enrichment pedagogy also enables
teachers to address students’ social and emotional needs, and to support their social and
affective growth through this advanced academic engagement and strength-based pursuit
of interests. Type III studies that engage students often offer the opportunity for teachers to
get to know students well, helping them deal with the challenges associated with advanced
content and also ensuring that they understand how to cope with rigor, which, in turns
leads to less of a chance that these students will underachieve in the future, as suggested
by research conducted by Baum and colleagues [15].

7. Enrichment Clusters

Enrichment clusters, a component of the Schoolwide Enrichment Model, are non-
graded, often multi-age groups of students who share common interests and who are
grouped together during specially designated time blocks to work with an adult who
shares their interests and who has some degree of advanced knowledge and expertise in the
area [17]. This type of enrichment pedagogy can be provided to the entire school population,
as all students benefit from the interests they are able to develop and pursue in clusters. In
many schools, enrichment clusters provide an introduction to enrichment pedagogy that
then can be transferred into other regular classroom teaching experiences [18]. A series
of clusters can be planned and implemented for all students in a school, for example, in
both fall and the spring semester. Students complete an interest inventory to assess their
interests, and an enrichment coordinator tallies all of the major families of interests (or uses
technology to do so automatically). Teachers and parents who want to facilitate clusters
also complete an interest questionnaire to help them decide which interest areas to offer
as clusters. Parents and other school personnel such as counselors can also participate in
planning and coordinating enrichment clusters, thereby enabling these important groups
to be a part of providing strength-based enrichment opportunities [19].

SEM schools offer enrichment clusters in the areas of high student interest as well
as talent development opportunities, such as the arts, drama, history, creative writing,
drawing, music, science, inventions, archeology, and other areas. Training is provided to
the facilitators who agree to offer the clusters, and a brochure is developed and sent to all
parents and students with descriptions of enrichment clusters. Students select their top
three choices for the clusters and scheduling is completed to place all children into their
first, or in some cases, second choice. All teachers (including music, art, physical education,
etc.) are involved in facilitating the clusters; and their involvement in any particular cluster
is based on the same type of interest assessment that is used for students in selecting
clusters of choice. Students also have choice in products or services that are completed in
enrichment clusters, guided and facilitated by teachers or adult volunteers with advanced
knowledge of the area. Some of the introductory products that are completed lead to more
advanced level Type III projects.

Titles of enrichment clusters can be exciting but also give important information about
the advanced content introduced in the cluster. For example, titles such as Lights, Camera
Action: Techniques of Video Production; Dear Mr. Shakespeare: Play Writing for Young Authors
point out specific skills in the arts. Titles can also define the type of work that might be
completed in a cluster. Examples are: The Desktop Publishing Company; The Local History
Research Team; and The Creative Furniture Design Guild. In every cluster, students have a
choice of completing a product or some kind of service.
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Reis, Gentry and Maxfield [18] investigated the impact of providing enrichment clus-
ters in two urban elementary schools, finding positive effects on differentiated teaching
practices. After classroom teachers facilitated clusters, they introduced more challenging
content, as well as more authentic methodologies, advanced thinking, and problem-solving
strategies in their regular classroom teaching, suggesting that the use of enrichment peda-
gogy in clusters subsequently transfers to classroom teaching. Renzulli and Gelbar [7] also
suggest that school counselors also have opportunities to serve as advocates and leaders for
students identified as twice exceptional including by organizing enrichment opportunities
to enable them to participante in strength-based learning and to work with other students
with whom they may not regularly interact.

8. The Schoolwide Enrichment Model in Reading (SEM-R)

The SEM-R [20] is an enrichment approach to differentiation in reading based upon
the constructivist theories of Renzulli [6] and Renzulli and Reis [1–3] and integrating the
theories of Kaplan’s [14] depth and complexity approach to gifted education content and
pedagogy. The SEM-R provides a broad range of structured enrichment experiences for
all students and follow-up advanced learning for those with high levels of achievement
and interest. In the SEM-R, teachers strive to build interdisciplinary understandings about
literature, both fiction and non-fiction, and enable important connections to emerge across
content areas. This enriched, interest-based reading approach exposes students to the
interdisciplinary nature of literature, as well as to books both within and outside of their
areas of interest. A focus of SEM-R is matching students with self-selected reading books
that are slightly above their current reading levels and to ensure that their books are both
challenging and interesting to them.

The goals of the SEM-R approach are to encourage children to enjoy reading by giving
them access to the choice of high-interest, self-selected books that they can read for periods
of time both at school and home; to develop independence and self-regulation in reading
through the selection of these books as well as the opportunity to have individualized
reading instruction; and, finally, to enable all students to improve in reading fluency and
comprehension. Based on almost a decade of research, the SEM-R has been effective at
enabling teachers to implement the use of enrichment pedagogy to increase achievement
in reading and encourage talented readers to read more enjoyable and challenging material
for longer periods of time. Results of randomized studies suggest it is especially effective
for diverse groups of talented students [21–24].

9. Conclusions

As noted earlier, we believe that gifted education has served a true laboratory for the
development of enrichment pedagogy and innovative teaching strategies. When teachers
are trained in how to deliver and apply enrichment pedagogy to students’ learning, they
can use more creative teaching pedagogy that has benefits for all students. For example,
in one research study, the majority of classroom teachers who facilitated enrichment
clusters integrated advanced content, teaching specific investigative methodologies, use
of advanced vocabulary and authentic methods, such as developing surveys and using
instruments for scientific projects, as well as the use of creative thinking and problem-
solving strategies in their classrooms [8].

Enrichment experiences constructed around the interests and talents of children, such
as those recommended in this article, can lead students to identify their interests and
pursue them in secondary school and college, leading to the selection of majors and careers
in these areas of interest. Using the Enrichment Triad Model as an intervention with
twice exceptional students, for example, has shown positive outcomes about academic
achievement and identification of strengths [15]. Longitudinal research on the use of
this enrichment approach has also demonstrated that students who completed Type III
projects, both in and out of school, maintained their interests and had corresponding career
aspirations both in college and graduate school [25–27]. Research on the use of the Triad
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Model in college has also been conducted, with positive findings related to student creative
productivity and engagement [27].

Researchers have also conducted longitudinal investigations on impact of project
based work and Type III projects, suggesting that students who engage in Type III En-
richment have a positive relationship between their early interests and subsequent inter-
ests [27], postsecondary school plans [28], career choices [29,30], goal valuation [16], and
self-regulation [27,30]. Baum and colleagues [15] reported that Type III enrichment was
an effective approach to reverse underachievement. Brigandi et al. [16] also found that
students who engaged in Type III Enrichment perceived their projects to be interesting and
beneficial and believed they would contribute to their continued interest and perceptions
of enjoyment in the future. More recently, Brigandi et al. [28] found that students who en-
gaged in Type III enrichment benefitted from environmental supports, including exposure
to challenging coursework and trusted relationships with project mentors and teachers and
like-minded peers, which positively affected their ability to self-regulate their work and
self-actualize their goals.

Teachers who use enrichment pedagogy offer their students interest-based opportu-
nities to learn, the opportunity to experience advanced content, processes, and products,
and exposure to new ideas and broad interdisciplinary themes. Teachers who use these
strategies also foster effective independent and autonomous learning; provide compacted,
individualized and differentiated curriculum and instruction, and contribute to the devel-
opment of creative problem solving abilities and students’ creativity productivity. We hope,
in the future, more of these gifted education pedagogy strategies will be widely used by
general education, as well as special education, teachers.
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Abstract: This article draws on case study findings of educator leadership in an online gifted
education school, which emerged from a larger study exploring online engagement practices used by
specialist gifted education teachers to (re)engage gifted learners. The gifted education teachers and
their team leader were interviewed about leadership practices for supporting online engagement of
gifted primary and high school students. Semi-structured interview data were transcribed, coded,
and thematically analysed. Findings related to teachers voicing the importance of a passionate
and committed team leader who understood giftedness and who acted as a facilitator in both the
continuous development of teaching team skills and facilitation of online engagement practices for
gifted students. Findings indicated five key themes related to transformational leadership practices:
(1) understanding requirements of online practices for teaching gifted students; (2) supporting digital
and online innovation and creativity for engaging gifted students; (3) leveraging the unique skills of
the specialist teaching team for teaching gifted students in the online space; (4) actively facilitating
and encouraging (re)engagement of gifted students through online participation; (5) follow-through
to meet the needs and concerns of the specialist teaching team, gifted students, and their parents
and/or carers. These leadership practices are of importance for actively supporting gifted education
teachers and their students in online learning environments in order to achieve positive student
engagement and learning outcomes commensurate with student potential.

Keywords: educator leadership in gifted education; gifted and talented education; gifted student
engagement; online learning environment; leadership in gifted education

1. Introduction

Significant research currently exists on leadership development for gifted students;
similarly, there is a plethora of research on the characteristics of effective teachers of gifted
students (e.g., teachers as passionate subject experts, strong achievement orientation, in-
tuitive thinkers). However, there is little empirical research that specifically explores the
leadership practices and characteristics that enable and empower teachers to support the
learning and engagement of gifted students. This article draws on findings of transforma-
tional educator leadership in online gifted education, which emerged from a larger study
exploring online engagement practices used by gifted education teachers to (re)engage
gifted learners.

There are two common leadership styles—distributional and transformational—that
are useful in understanding what ‘quality’ education leadership may look like. Distributed
leadership purports that there is not just one traditional leader but multiple leaders who
work collaboratively in reciprocal ways to achieve positive outcomes and change [1–3]. In
other words, in educational contexts, every teacher is a leader. Studies have demonstrated
that a distributed leadership approach enhances teacher morale and confidence where
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sharing and collegiality occur [4,5]. However, opportunities for distributed leadership
may be limited by systemic issues, such as entrenched rigid and formal hierarchies [6]
(e.g., transactional leadership). Building on this view of distributional leadership, trans-
formational leadership approaches rely on the team leader to exhibit characteristics such
as trustworthiness, creativity, good communication and organisation skills [7,8], formal
shared team goals [9], and support for innovative education practices [10]. It is essential
that transformational leaders actively motivate, engage, and inspire their fellow teachers to
achieve shared goals. It is important to note that distributed and transformational leader-
ship are not separate concepts, nor are they opposed or exclusive, meaning that teachers
and educators are also leaders in their fields, encompassing the qualities of both distributed
and transformational leadership. Transformational educational leadership is a model that
gifted education leaders can apply to lead by example in online learning environments,
to foster student achievement and a model that values the creation of strong community
relationships [9,11]. Transformational leadership includes the following key elements:

• Fostering divergent skills and abilities of self and team;
• Encouraging active participation by all in decision-making;
• Placing a strong emphasis on authenticity, communication, and morals;
• Encouraging student voice and choice through actively pursuing opportunities for

student autonomy.

It is well recognised in the literature that transformational education leaders work
towards improving the overall performance of their school, as well as student engagement
and learning outcomes [9]. In turn, fostering the development of group goals and high
performance of team members in working collaboratively towards common goals [9], along
with school leadership qualities and skills, all have key roles in improving the learning
experiences and outcomes of all students [12]. It is the actions of teachers who interact
directly with students that play critical roles in implementing change and improving
achievement of students [13]. The realisation that complementary leadership qualities of
both teachers and team leaders are keys to success [14] is paramount, particularly in online
learning environments where teachers often work in isolation, even though they may be
part of an established network and teaching team.

A 2014 study by Kanjanaphoomin and Laksana [14] examined teacher leadership in
gifted education in Thailand and found that school leadership, teacher leadership, and
principles of learning were all key factors in successful leadership for gifted education
teachers. From this study, teacher collaboration and collegial relationships signified solid
leadership attributes for gifted education teachers. Leadership for gifted education teachers
is an urgent topic of exploration, with DaVia Rubenstein [15] stating that for the field of
gifted education to ‘remain relevant, we need to foster deliberate leadership practices that
contribute to a shared purpose’ [15] (p. 131); transformational leadership may be one
significant response to this call. Importantly, DaVia Rubenstein [15] emphasised that gifted
education leaders can become more effective teachers by focusing on a shared purpose
that underscores increased expectations and engagement for gifted students. In turn,
encouraging educational leaders in gifted education to collaborate and learn with and from
each other, as well as from leaders in other disciplines.

Furthermore, a qualitative study from Mexico [10], which explored the role of teachers
as leaders in teaching gifted students, found that these teachers were highly innovative in
their pedagogical practices and their use of technology. Importantly, the study reported that
the educational institution’s organisational culture actively promoted teaching leadership
of gifted students through elements such as openness to new ideas, fostering of teacher
initiatives, and autonomy in teaching practices. Moreover, these teacher leaders in gifted
education were shown to motivate and engage their students using technology (e.g., specific
software and university-level multimedia resources), empathy towards their students,
and tailoring activities to specific student groups. By applying pedagogical practices
specifically focusing on tailoring learning to their gifted students (e.g., through personalised
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differentiation), the teacher leaders facilitated student engagement, and from the students’
own perspectives, connected this to a model of ‘continuous innovation . . . considering
emotional empathy with students . . . [which] the students themselves [stated] generated
greater confidence in their teachers’ [10] (p. 32). Some inhibitors to educational leadership
in gifted education were also identified and included teacher bias and systemic issues
around sensitivities to potential loss of control and limited support for teacher initiative.
Significantly, this study found a strong connection between teacher leadership and student
outcomes, evinced by students graduating from the institute at a very early age and
continuing to university [10].

Transformation educational leadership is used to frame the present study because
it allows a deeper exploration of what can be leveraged from the perspectives of current
practicing teachers working in the field of gifted education. This enables a scaffold for
increasing understanding of the roles, relationships, and characteristics of quality gifted
teacher leaders. This potentially will provide new ways to better resource, nurture, and
support gifted education leadership that is transformational, especially in the new millen-
nium and worldwide situations (e.g., COVID-19), where gifted students are increasingly
learning in online environments.

Conceptualising Giftedness

In Australia, gifted students are frequently defined according to Gagné’s Differentiat-
ing Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT) [16], embracing conceptualisations around dif-
ferences between giftedness (as potential) and talent (evidenced by achievement). Gagné’s
DMGT designates the development of giftedness into talent, highlighting specific catalysis
needed for talent development and defining gifted students as those whose potential is
in the top 10% of age peers [16]. Gagné’s model highlights one catalyst relevant to this
study: ‘Learning Environments’, where teachers make explicit and deliberate efforts to
engage gifted learners by means of differentiated curricula—in the present study, the online
learning environment.

Some commonly listed characteristics of gifted students include their ability to learn
rapidly, having varied interests, being easily disengaged (particularly in areas that are
viewed as mundane/repetitive), perfectionistic, passionate, and curious. However, as
Ronksley-Pavia and Neumann [17] suggest, disengagement (and underachievement) for
gifted students can impact their actualisation of talent potential due to several factors,
including limited opportunities to engage in areas of their interest, lack of voice and choice
in learning, and lack of opportunities to work with like-minded peers. Gifted students
need to be appropriately challenged and extended with opportunities to learn that are
associated with their potential (and abilities) which facilitate behavioural, affective, social,
and cognitive engagement [17,18].

2. The Study

This article describes findings of the leadership practices and qualities of gifted ed-
ucation leaders working in an online learning environment, which delivered courses
specifically designed for gifted students. These findings emerged from a larger qualitative
exploratory Australian case study, which explored the pedagogical practices of an online
education context serving gifted students in Kindergarten to Year 10. The guiding research
question about leadership practices was ‘What are key educational leadership practices for
supporting gifted and talented students in online learning environments?’

The Context

The educational context explored for this case study was an online gifted education
‘school’ (pseudonym of Lake Online School) in an Australian state jurisdiction, which
supplemented classroom learning in government schools across the state for gifted students
enrolled by their classroom teachers in the online school program from Kindergarten (5 to
6 years of age) to Year 10 (15 to 16 years of age).
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Lake Online School (LOS) was an initiative of the state education directorate specif-
ically aimed at providing free online courses for gifted learners in government schools.
The primary purpose of LOS was to support regular classroom teachers across the state to
meet the needs of gifted and talented students in their schools. The courses were delivered
online by experienced educators of gifted students (Lake Online Delivery Teachers (LODTs)
using a popular learning management system (LMS). The teachers were responsible for
developing, designing, and delivering challenging learning experiences for their enrolled
gifted students in their specialist subject areas. The teachers were supported by a team
leader (LOS manager) who was responsible for the overall operations of LOS and for
meeting the primary goal of supporting gifted students enrolled in government schools in
the state education jurisdiction.

The online courses extended learning from the Australian Curriculum in terms of
extension in one curriculum area, and/or integrated units of work across multiple cur-
riculum areas, thus providing significant extension opportunities, as well as opportunities
to cover breadth and depth in curriculum content. Specific core skills developed in the
courses were literacy, numeracy, and ICT, as well as critical and creative thinking and
problem-solving. The learning tasks included opportunities to work individually and with
like-minded peers on projects designed to challenge thinking, extend understanding, and
further develop students’ skills and interests. Specific courses were dedicated to both
curriculum connections and student interest and included Mathematical Methods, Cre-
ative Writing, Life Sciences, Visual Arts, Programming and Coding, Philosophy, Robotics,
and enterprising and entreprenerial projects connected with local community action and
student passion projects.

The way the courses were delivered varied across schools, but predominantly, class-
room teachers were to provide time during the school day (minimum of one hour per week)
for their enrolled students to engage with their LOS courses. Each school that had gifted
students enrolled in LOS provided a school-based support teacher who worked in person
with the gifted students during school hours to support them in goal setting, choosing
learning activities, and ensuring effective online participation. Individual schools were
responsible for resourcing the necessary technology, computer equipment, and internet
access required for students to engage in the online learning environment. Gifted students
were also able to access their courses outside school if they had internet access and the
necessary equipment (e.g., laptop) to be able to engage in the course.

Each course was taught by a specific LODT and had an individual dedicated site in
the LMS where students engaged with their course content and related learning activi-
ties. LODTs used the tools available via the online LMS (e.g., discussion forums, virtual
classrooms) and email to communicate with students enrolled in their courses, to facilitate
student learning, provide feedback on their learning, and give guidance when needed.
Individual student engagement was monitored by each LODT, the LOS Manager, as well
as classroom teachers, school-based support person, and, in some cases, parents/carers.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Participants

Participants in this study (Table 1) consisted of one gifted education team leader (LOS
manager) and three specialist teachers (LODTs) (N = 4) working via the School LMS, which
complemented state school classroom learning experiences for gifted students across the
government school network. Participants were all female, between 40 and 49 years of age.
All participants were qualified and registered teachers, with specialist qualifications in
gifted education (see Table 1). The team leader was responsible for managing 14 LODTs
across 26 different course offerings available through LOS.
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Table 1. Overview of participants.

Pseudonym (Gender) Role Gifted Education Qualifications and Experience

Heather (Female) Team leader (LOS *
Manager)—responsible for 14 LODTs **

Certificate in Gifted Education, ongoing gifted
education PD ˆ; Online educator; 10 years teaching

gifted students.

Aria (Female) LODT **
Certificate in Gifted Education, ongoing gifted

education PD ˆ; Online educator; 11 years teaching
gifted students.

Nubia (Female) LODT **

Certificate in Gifted Education, ongoing gifted
education PD ˆ; Extensive online teaching

experience; science and mathematics specialist
teacher; 6 years teaching gifted students.

Evelyn (Female) LODT **

Master’s Degree in Gifted Education, Certificate in
Gifted Education, ongoing gifted education PD ˆ;

Extensive online teaching experience; over 20 years
teaching gifted students.

* Lake Online School. ** Lake Online Delivery Teacher. ˆ Professional Development.

3.2. Methodology and Data Collection

Permission was granted from the University Ethics committee (GU ref No: 2020/949),
the LOS education jurisdiction, and the LOS team leader for the conduct of this study.
Each teacher provided informed consent to participate in the study and completed some
demographic questions (e.g., age and highest education qualification).

LODTs and the team leader each participated in an individual, one-hour, online semi-
structured interview at a time convenient to them. In contrast to more rigid structured
interview methods, semi-structured interviews have the benefit of being flexible, allowing
extension of discussion and providing greater opportunity for participants to express their
perceptions, opinions, and experiences [19,20].

To guide the interviews in the current study, a set of focus questions was posed
(Table 2). Each semi-structured interview was conducted online by a trained researcher and
the audio was recorded using best practice in interviewing approaches [21]. Where appro-
priate, each interviewer probed further to follow up any responses allowing opportunities
for extension of participant ideas and clarification of responses where needed. All audio
data were transcribed for coding and thematic analysis. Through the process of collating,
drafting potential themes, and reviewing [22], relevant themes were identified.

Table 2. Overview of interview questions and alignment with the research questions.

Example Interview Questions Purpose

Could you please tell me a little about your role
and responsibilities (as a team leader/teacher)?

Ascertain specific details of the role and
leadership-specific practices

What key capabilities make a good team leader
for teachers who are teaching gifted

students online?

Explore key capabilities, with specific
examples, of leaders for teaching gifted

students in an online environment

How do you manage
interactions/programs/courses?

Inquire about specific examples of leadership
relationships; LOS; courses

What kind of accountability do you have for
the courses that you teach?

Delve further into elements of leadership
in LOS

Could you talk about key capabilities that
teachers who are teaching gifted students

online need to have?

Elucidate specifics about leadership
capabilities of online educators of gifted

What do you think makes a good team leader
for you as a teacher?

Explore characteristics and capabilities of what
teachers considered a ‘good’ team leader
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3.3. Data Analysis

A generalised, inductive approach was taken for the analysis of the qualitative
transcript data. The data analysis procedure comprised transcript grouping for stake-
holder groups to create sub-group datasets of (1) team leader (Heather, LOS manager)
and (2) online gifted education teachers (LODTs—Aria, Nubia, and Evelyn). Next, the
sub-group datasets were individually examined by each member of the research team.
This examination involved an initial reading of each transcript, discussion, and noting of
initial themes (i.e., eclectic coding). Each member of the research team then proceeded
through a re-reading process culminating in in vivo coding directly from participants’ own
words. Encoding evolved to produce eclectic codes as initial responses to the guiding
research question. Lastly, descriptive codes summarising and identifying the primary topic
of specifically quoted excerpts emerged to respond to the research question.

4. Findings

Five key themes emerged from the data in relation to transformational educational
leadership in online gifted education practices for supporting (re)engagement for gifted
students. The LOS manager and LODTs expressed the importance of a team leader who
understood the requirements of online practices for teaching gifted students; supported
digital and online innovation and creativity; was able to leverage the unique skills of the
specialist teaching team; could actively facilitate and encourage (re)engagement of gifted
students through online participation; and, follow through to meet the needs and concerns
of the specialist teaching team, gifted students, and their parents/carers. These elements
were repeatedly acknowledged by the teacher participants as essential to any online gifted
education program. In this section, we will briefly present each key theme and a sample
participant quote to exemplify the respective theme.

4.1. Theme 1: Understanding Requirements of Online Practices for Teaching Gifted Students

This theme related to leadership practices that demonstrated an understanding of the
uniqueness of both gifted students and the online learning environment where the students
were being taught. Evelyn, a teacher with over 20 years of experience in teaching gifted
students explained:

“We need a manager that understands what we do and why we do it . . . I need to be
allowed to run really. I’m happy to share and help, and I’m fairly confident in what I do,
because I’ve been doing it for a long time . . . I need support in terms of the system, that
our manager doesn’t let the system lock us down.”

4.2. Theme 2: Supporting Digital and Online Innovation and Creativity for Engaging
Gifted Students

The importance of a team leader who supported innovation and creativity was a
recurrent theme across the participants’ experiences, principally openness to using and
finding new technology and resources for engaging gifted students in the online space.
This was evident in the openness to new ideas which Heather (as LOS manager) held for
her teaching team:

“As a leader, you have to ask [when a teacher approaches with an idea]. You can’t just say,
no . . . ‘Why have you got that idea?’ Then, often, you’ll get a really surprising answer
[from the LODT]. You think, well, actually, yes, that’s a worthwhile thing. So, we have a
lot of negotiation in the team about how some people work this way, some people work
another way. If you’ve got a proposal, come to me. We’ll try and work it out. ‘Make me
understand why you think it’s a good idea’.”

4.3. Theme 3: Leveraging the Unique Skills of the Specialist Teaching Team for Teaching
Gifted Students

There was considerable agreement from participants that a key capability of a team
leader for their context was around online teaching practices, developing different thinking
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routines for gifted students, and being competent in recognising the unique expertise of
the LODTs in their specialist teaching areas. Heather (LOS manager) exemplified this when
she stated:

“Sometimes . . . we’re looking within the team [for new ideas] . . . there’s usually an
answer there . . . There’s a Team’s chat, now. They’re in there every day. Someone’s [an
LODT has] got a new problem. Then, other people [LODTs] are saying, ‘Well, have you
tried this?’ ‘Have you looked at that website?’ . . . They’re sharing. I don’t go in there a
lot, because I don’t want to be checking on them. So, I just let the conversation run.”

4.4. Theme 4: Actively Facilitating and Encouraging (Re)Engagement of Gifted Students through
Online Participation

Heather and the LODTs all emphasised the importance of student engagement, which
emerged predominantly in the form of active participation in online class learning activities.
Heather described how this was evident for courses offered by LOS as follows:

“We’d say healthy participation in the course is an hour to two hours a week . . . So,
[students are] putting up [their] ideas and responding to someone else’s idea. So, that
would be healthy participation in that course. That you’re on every week. You’ve been on
for about an hour. You’ve left a comment yourself and commented against something a
few other people have said. Some of the courses give reward badges for those things . . .
We also ask students to review other students’ work or comment on their work, like a
peer review. Some courses show students the learning material. Then, they have to go
offline and do some art or make something in a STEM challenge or code their robot to do
something. So, their good online engagement might be sending in a video or uploading a
photo of something they’ve done with some notes.”

4.5. Theme 5: Follow-through to Meet the Needs and Concerns of the Specialist Teaching Team,
Gifted Students, and their Parents/Carers

Heather as team leader was often responsible for following up on student engagement
(e.g., active participation), but individual teachers also took responsibility for this role.
Engagement was also important to students in the online courses; for example, one student
had contacted Heather to voice her concern that, although her classroom teacher had
enrolled her in LOS, she had not been provided with time to engage with the course. This
presented Heather with an opportunity to follow up and advocate with the classroom
teacher on behalf of the gifted student. Other examples of monitoring engagement arose
from the assigned school support teacher and parents/carers, as Heather explained:

“Sometimes I’ve been to schools where things are not going right. The parents got angry.
But the parent didn’t even know their child was in this course [at LOS]. That really came
to light last year when kids went to learning from home [due to COVID]. Because the one
thing they did have straight away, on day one, for being at home, was these [LOS] courses.
The parents said, ‘What’s that? How often do you do that?’ My staff were getting emails
from parents saying, ‘I’ve just discovered Jack’s got coding. I can see he hasn’t done very
much’. So, it was really powerful. The parent needs to know, as well.”

5. Discussion

To date, little research has examined the leadership practices and characteristics
that enable and empower teachers to support the learning and engagement of gifted
students [14]. Even less is known about educator leadership practices for supporting
teachers of gifted and talented students in an online learning environment. Therefore, the
present study explored important key educator leadership practices needed for positively
supporting and engaging gifted and talented students in online learning environments.
Five key educator leadership practices for supporting specialist teachers and students in
gifted online learning environments were identified. These practices offer promise for
creating collaborative and collegial workplaces for teachers while resulting in engaging
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online learning experiences for gifted students, therefore both teachers and students feel
part of a learning community.

It is essential that a team leader of specialist educators of gifted students understands
who gifted learners are, knows how they learn, and understands the evolving nature of
online learning environments. It was critical that the team leader had the capability to
carefully listen to and respond positively and seamlessly to the teaching team. Attentive
listening practices are reported to help build the foundation of collegial relationships and
the exchange of ideas between gifted teachers [23]. This was because the online gifted
teachers needed to feel confident that any decisions that were being made by management
were central to meeting the core needs of themselves as teachers and their gifted students.

Having a leader who is open to new ideas, application of innovative online learning
tools, and creative resources allowed teachers to have an autonomous and flexible approach
to their program planning and online course design and development. Trusting and
offering members of the teaching team voice and agency to take academic risks and try out
new online applications, interactive activities, and project-based learning activities was
strongly emphasised by the teachers in the current study. Such an approach has also been
highlighted in previous research (e.g., [10]).

The teachers in the gifted education team were selected for their roles because of
their knowledge and passion about both their content area expertise and supporting the
unique needs of gifted students. These passions were closely associated with specialist
training and qualifications that all of the teachers brought to their roles. It was clear that
the team leader strategically harnessed these unique skills so that there was diversity in
teaching approaches, which, in turn facilitated greater sharing and collaboration of online
teaching ideas and resources. The team leader placed a strong emphasis on capitalising on
the strengths of each team member as active contributors to the gifted online education
program. Such collaboration and collective leadership approaches have also been described
by Harris and Muijs [1].

On occassion, the teachers experienced some barriers to student participation in the
online activities due to reasons such as limited time provided to them in their school
classroom and minimal support and guidance some students received from their regular
classroom teachers. A team leader who is flexible and proactive in readily facilitating
teachers and schools in supporting their gifted students was shown to be essential for
student engagement, for example, by providing flexibility to fit in with a student’s regular
class timetable while ensuring time was allocated for students to participate in their online
gifted courses; and following up when learning and engagement problems arose. Such
an approach can also help and motivate gifted students to engage and participate more
regularly in their online learning activities.

Indeed, within any educational system, complex networks, relationships, curriculum
priorities, and various views from key stakeholders (e.g., parents/carers, teachers, and stu-
dents) arise. Unsurprisingly, issues and concerns occur daily, and it is important for a team
leader in gifted education to act as an empathetic problem solver who cares about people
and is also able to build and maintain positive relationships. This finding concurs with
other researchers [9,11,14]. Other elements of transformational leadership also emerged
from the findings. This was evinced by how Heather as team leader was able to facilitate
innovative and creative practices for her teachers working in the online context, where the
teachers reported improved overall performance for LOS and educational outcomes for
their gifted students. According to Anderson [9], transformational leadership in education
stresses the importance of teacher learning, establishing new ways of thinking, and tackling
established norms in educational contexts to transform school culture.

6. Limitations

The primary limitation of this case study relates to the small participant number which
does not allow generalisations of the findings to be made. Nevertheless, the qualitative
responses from the gifted educators provide an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon
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under exploration, in this case, educational leadership for specialist teachers of gifted
students in an online context. A further limitation is the study’s focus on the leadership
of specialist online gifted education teachers practicing in an online school and delivering
courses solely online. This suggests that the findings may not be applicable in other
educational contexts, such as face-to-face gifted education settings. Nonetheless, the
findings may still have important implications for informing gifted education leadership
practices in other contexts, especially within the ongoing COVID-19 landscape that is
impacting greatly on educators around the world with school lockdowns and increasing
use of online learning activities.

Additionally, prior research studies on the topic of educational leadership for gifted
education teachers are limited. This presents a possible limitation in terms of the need
to develop a novel research typology for this phenomenon in terms of connecting to
descriptions of differing leadership behaviours and qualities. However, this study presents
useful findings for moving the field forward and for highlighting that further research
is required.

7. Recommendations and Implications for Theory, Practice, Future Research,
and Policy

Recommendations from the current study relate quite specifically to how educational
leaders (in online contexts in particular), need to work as a collaborative team, moving
in the same direction to benefit their gifted students—a team in which collegiality and
respect for teachers’ expert knowledge are both recognised and valued. It is imperative
that team leaders foster strong collegial connections with their teachers, between teachers,
and between teachers and their gifted students. This is particularly important in online
contexts, where teachers (and their gifted students) may be working in relative isolation.

The foundations to facilitating online learning experiences for engaging gifted students
were found to be based on trust, provision of space and time for innovation and creativity,
leveraging teacher skill, passion, and expertise, and following through on issues when and
as they arose through open and responsive leadership practices. Developing and providing
ongoing opportunities for building trust, as well as sharing skills, resources, and specific
innovative practices, are strongly recommended in developing collaborative teaching teams
for online gifted education environments.

As there is little empirical research that specifically explores the leadership practices
and characteristics that enable and empower teachers to support the learning and engage-
ment of gifted students, further research is needed. Effective engagement and learning
depend greatly on how content is delivered, and how teachers are actually engaging and
working with gifted students. This is difficult to explore in asynchronous learning contexts.
However, differing methodologies could potentially be employed to explore what may
be happening in classrooms where a number of students could conceivably be working
synchronously in online gifted programs. For example, observing the delivery of online
gifted classes in action over a longer time period (e.g., a school semester) and examining
impacts on student learning outcomes and how teacher leadership practices may have
impacted on these outcomes. This may assist in demonstrating how gifted students engage
with, and respond to, the content, and how it is being taught, and furthermore, how specific
leadership practices of teachers can have positive effects on gifted students actualising their
potential. Future research that explores teacher leadership (e.g., transactional leadership)
and the specific content areas of online courses could provide deeper insights for teachers
about ways to further enhance gifted student learning and engagement.

Implications for policy from this study, relate to the need of mainstream classroom
teachers to receive increased support in delivering engaging content and learning activities
for gifted students. In Australia, in particular, there are no mandated requirements for
teachers to be trained in understanding or supporting the needs of gifted students and
as a result gifted eductation is not seen as a priority. This study suggests that there is an
immense (relatively) unmet need at the ground level, for engaging learning opportunities
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on a daily basis for gifted students, and that at present, teachers are struggling to meet in
regular face to face classrooms. Therefore, we would strongly recommend that all classroom
teachers engage in continued professional development in the field of gifted education.
Also that support gifted students and the practices of online schools, such as Lake Online
School, be expanded to support urban, regional, rural, and remote gifted students to have
access to quality gifted education every day. Furthermore, we would strongly recommend
that Australian education jurisdictions make it a key priority to mandate teacher training
(and preservice teacher education) in gifted education, to support the obvious learning
needs of both classroom teachers and their gifted students.

8. Conclusions

The findings of this study extend previous research to better understand ways to
enhance gifted education leadership practices in online gifted education contexts for sup-
porting and engaging gifted learners. Professional learning opportunities should be given
to leaders for developing practices that deepen practioner understanding of the require-
ments of leading a gifted online school. As this study demonstrated, leadership qualities
that promote teacher innovation and creativity for engaging gifted students are essen-
tial. Harnessing the multiple unique skills and expertise of passionate gifted education
teachers will strengthen the engagement of gifted students, especially those at risk of under-
achieving and disengaging from their learning. During the ongoing disruptive landscape
of the global COVID-19 pandemic, educators in gifted online schools and programs are
best placed to listen and act through sensitive and thoughtful ways to address potential
concerns of stakeholders (e.g., teachers, students, parents/carers). Genuine multi-way
communication is key to building and maintaining strong relationships. These research
findings related to transformational approaches to gifted education leadership will assist in
ensuring that educators of gifted students feel confident to overcome challenges that arise,
and ultimately, provide positive engaging learning experiences for gifted students to reach
their full potential.
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Abstract: Bruce M. Shore’s research contributions in gifted education have focused on three contexts
that impact how giftedness is understood and the instructional environments that serve gifted
learners’ educational needs. This article describes these contributions and provides selected examples
plus a more complete Supplemental Online bibliography. First, giftedness benefits from being
conceptualized in terms of theories that address the development of expertise. Featured expert–
gifted parallels include interconnectedness of knowledge, metacognitive processes, perspective
taking, active learner roles, affinity for novelty and complexity, and task representation and planning.
Illustrative research is described from preschool age through higher education, including connections
to creativity research. Second, gifted education benefits when guided by social-constructivist theory
of education and its expression in inquiry-based instruction. Examples include building upon
learner interests, question asking, collaborative inquiry, and active learner roles. Desirable specific
instructional practices are framed by the above theories and by being considered in the contexts
of widely recommended and best practices with their research support. Third, gifted education,
at all levels including higher education and teacher education, needs to be an integral part of the
context of general education. Most specific gifted education practices also work in general education,
including learning high-level skills within subject matter. Nineteen examples are cited about how
gifted education contributes to the quality of general education.

Keywords: giftedness; context; theory; expertise; social constructivism; inquiry; evidence; instruction

Contributors to this Special Issue of Education Sciences were invited to describe how
our work contributed to the theme, New Perspectives on Cultivating Creativity, Giftedness,
and Leadership. My short reply, the focus of this article, is “context matters”. I intentionally
used the word “matters” as both verb and noun. Context is important and these are but a
few examples.

With invaluable contributions by my graduate students and other collaborators, my
research on giftedness has contributed to three contexts in which giftedness is addressed:
(a) theories that guide our understanding of the cognitive and social-motivational nature
of giftedness and provide an aligned overall instructional framework, (b) evidence-based
specific instructional practices, and (c) situating gifted education within general education.

Isolating these three interrelated contexts is artificial but valuable to better under-
standing each. The details below include examples of evidence we contributed (see the
Supplementary Materials for this article for a complete bibliography) and selections from
that of others. In addition to these three contexts about which I take the position of an
observer, the perspective from which I and my coresearchers have made these observations
is relevant. I work in a Western country that is nonetheless highly multicultural both inter-
nally with multiple Indigenous nations and also has an official bilingual (English-French)
and multicultural policy. The university at which this work was conducted enrolls students
from over 170 countries. The initial psychological lens through which I have observed
educational theory and practice is social-constructivist (as described below), and the as-
sumptions explicit in this approach sometimes challenge norms elsewhere. Key examples
arise in the roles of students and instructors. The assertion for example, that learning is
more effective in active-learning situations in which learners explain key ideas to each
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other as part of their own learning, that learners should ask questions beyond clarification
(a challenge to accepted authority in some situations), and that learners’ interests should
play a part in curriculum design, can conflict with other views. Another potentially culture-
related assertion might be that gifted learners do not necessarily prefer to work alone. At
the same time, international comparisons to which this article refers briefly, found that
jurisdictions in countries (or parts of countries) as diverse as Finland, Canada, China, and
Singapore have implemented social-constructivist pedagogical regimes to positive effect.
To explore these particular applications is beyond the scope of this article, but indeed the
research reported has emerged from within its own context. In the bibliography are several
works that are especially sensitive to this reality (e.g., [1–4]). Indeed, context matters.

1. Theory Context Matters

Two theories are essential to contemporary understanding of giftedness and providing
appropriate curricular experiences: (a) expertise and (b) social-constructivist instruction
theory, including inquiry-based teaching and learning. Neither theory is specifically about
giftedness.

1.1. Contributions to the Context of Theories about the Nature of Abilities

Since the 1980s, several scholars have promoted the idea that giftedness should
be regarded as evolving expertise (e.g., [5–9]). The underlying idea is that the highest
levels of cognitive and creative performance are achieved by experts in various fields
of endeavor. Like expertise, giftedness embraces a complex set of evolving cognitive,
social, and motivational skills and dispositions. These abilities and dispositions can, to
an important degree, be learned at home [1], school, and beyond. Creativity falls within
this general framework; for example, practicing with intentional variation rather than
reproducible perfection aids creative performance, the ability to recover seamlessly from
an error [10], and perhaps flexibly invoking new strategies when challenged rather than
floundering unsystematically [11–14]. Six ways experts think differently from others, and
gifted persons’ performance resembles that of experts, to which we have provided evidence
include the following (see [15] for a longer list).

1.1.1. Nature of Knowledge

Experts have more extensive specialized knowledge, they better connect different
parts of this knowledge and accurately explain these connections [16,17], as in concept
maps. Experts and able students link more concepts and can explain the connections. They
see less-obvious interconnections and, like experts who better categorize problems into
meaningful groups that make suitable solutions more accessible, more able learners also
create hierarchical clusters of related ideas [18].

1.1.2. Metacognition

Experts use metacognition in problem solving. They think ahead, evaluate their
progress, and change approach if needed. Metacognition is an important part of Self-
Regulated Learning [19]. In the classic task of combining different-sized jars of water to
make a new volume, several examples in a row need three different-sized jars, but then a
problem can be solved with two or three, then several only with two. More capable learners
switched to the two-jar solution when it was optional and made fewer errors when it was
required [20]. Children with dual exceptionalities also more often use expert-like cognitive
skills when given the chance [21,22].

1.1.3. Perspective Taking

Experts can easily take another person’s perspective. Even preschoolers can more
readily tell that another child’s view of a toy barnyard would be different from their
own [23]. The ability extends to taking on another person’s role in a learning situation [24]
and friendship sustainability in adolescence [25].
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1.1.4. Interests and Roles

Experts find and invent problems for themselves and others, another link to creativity.
Type III activities in Renzulli’s Enrichment Triad Model [26] are an example; individuals or
small groups investigate real problems in which they are interested; adults can promote
these interests. Evidence of classroom inquiry is students and teachers taking on new roles.
One study reported three months of in-class observation of two groups of upper-elementary
students engaged in collaborative inquiry [27]. Of almost 50 observed roles, only asking
questions was universally shared by teachers and learners. Other frequent student roles
included responding to others’ questions, being an information finder, connecting knowl-
edge, planning investigations, critical thinking, and being a source of knowledge. Key in
all forms of active learning, including higher education [28], is students engaging in the
role of explainer to the teacher and especially to other learners [29].

1.1.5. Novelty and Complexity

Experts know that important problems rarely have simple solutions. Like creative
people [30–32], they enjoy novel and complex situations, adding complexity, and redefining
problems to align with their own perspectives [33]. Gifted students asked to improve a
computer game they were playing sought more difficulty levels and greater complexity [34].

1.1.6. Task Representation and Solution Planning

Experts can represent a problem in more than one way [35]. Gifted learners can also
see multiple ways to approach a task [12]. We also found this strategy flexibility on a
perceptual task [13,14]—students used their verbal or spatial strengths; able high school
mathematics students did, too [15]. Gifted learners spend relatively more time exploring
problems before carrying out the solution on which other learners take longer [36]; experts
also take longer pauses when they gather relevant information they need to work on a
problem.

1.2. Contributions to the Context of Theories about Instruction

Our comparative portrayal of experts and gifted learners [15] also noted becoming
quick and automatic on basic processes so they can focus on main topics, being goal driven,
and separating good from irrelevant evidence. These are also central to doing inquiry, our
next topic.

Social-constructivist, inquiry-driven instruction closely complements an expertise-
based view of giftedness. Social constructivism refers to Vygotsky’s two main ideas [37]:
Learners construct their own meaning in social interaction with more knowledgeable peers
and adults, especially through dialogue, such as learners explaining ideas to each other.
Inquiry-based instruction is based on social-constructivism [29,38,39]; gifted learners thrive
in inquiry [40]. Systems that implemented inquiry curricula rank high in international
comparisons of achievement [3]. Through interests, inquiry engages motivational and
cognitive properties of expertise. Like experts, gifted learners more often experience
flow [41], being deeply in a zone of concentrated, extended attention in their favorite areas
of activity [42].

Social constructivism connects cognitive and social-emotional variables. In addition
to addressing cognitive or academic qualities of inquiry-based instruction and learning, we
have contributed to updated understanding of three interrelated social-emotional variables
that aid understanding high ability and the success of inquiry implementation:

1.2.1. No Universal Preference to Work Alone

Contrary to decades of misrepresentation [43] and largely ignoring the learning con-
text [44], gifted learners do not always prefer to work alone. We surveyed 247 school-
identified Grades 4 to 7 gifted learners about ideal learning situations and when and
why they prefer to work alone [45]. Those who felt their contributions were valued by
teachers and fellow students most strongly preferred to work with others. Our subsequent
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survey [46] revealed other context variables, such as high- versus low-stakes tasks, who
was grading the work, and how groups were formed. Gifted learners want input about
with whom they work. They care that coworkers contribute a fair share of the effort and
work, fully discuss the goals—even if it takes a lot of time, and not be “free riders” [47].
In extended interviews, we asked high-achieving and other students what they expected
would actually occur when teachers tell them they would engage in group work. Both
expected their teachers to be sitting at their desks. High performers expected to work
harder in groups, a greater number of negative social experiences, and to work together
rather than divide the task into parts [48].

1.2.2. Working with Friends Can Be Positive

In our three-month observation of inquiry in two classrooms, students who were
friends functioned better over time than a group created for the task [27]. Friends collab-
orating works with a rule to leave out no student. Friendship groups of gifted learners
better withstand events that might upset others, for example, friendly arguing, sticking
to their positions during arguments [49], and competition based on task mastery—not
winning and losing [50]. Group work virtually guarantees difficult social moments [51],
but promoting active listening and turn-taking, for example, can help effective classroom
collaborative inquiry [29].

1.2.3. Gifted Students’ Friendships Are Somewhat Distinctive

Rather than having fewer friends or being socially isolated, gifted students seem to
structure their friendships differently, perhaps because they can have intense and unusual
interests [52]. Although they report fewer positive qualities in specific friendships [51], they
appear to have different friends for different needs. High-quality gifted friendships were
predicted by social-perspective coordination and simply having a close personal friend [25].
Less able students seem to expect support on many common dimensions from most of
their friends. More able students support each friendship with a smaller number of pillars,
perhaps only one, and simply need fewer friends to feel cared for and supported [53]. In
inquiry, depending on the task, they might want to have a different friend working closely
with them.

2. Practice Context Matters

Practice in gifted education needs to be aligned with the theoretical contexts for
understanding the nature of giftedness and instruction. My work has contributed in
two ways to the choices we make in designing and implementing teaching, learning,
and evaluation: (a) identifying overall best practices in gifted education based on the
quality of research evidence, and (b) supporting specific practices that arise from interest in
inquiry-based instruction.

2.1. Identifying Best Practices

In Recommended Practices in Gifted Education: A Critical Analysis [54], we extracted 101
specific practices from 100 books on gifted education. We then sought research evidence
for each practices and summarized what was known, defensible, and worthy of further
study. We chose textbooks as the knowledge base because they were more likely to give
teaching and curricular advice than scientific journal articles, and the Internet as a source
of the latter was not yet highly developed. Unsurprisingly, there was a lot of research on
IQ in identification; but research is not an election and, although IQ-test use was frequently
recommended, the need to better align identification practices with emerging new theories
was already evident. The state of research in support for many practices was weak and
remained so over the next 15 years [55].

The next effort [40] used a Delphi approach by a panel of 14 experts in the field
identified 29 specific practices that had varying degrees of research support. The resulting
work was Best Practices in Gifted Education: An Evidence-Based Guide.
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Especially in their focus on evaluating support for particular practices, and being
targeted to practitioners, both contributions differ from the many yearbooks, handbooks,
guides, and encyclopedias of giftedness and gifted education The latter gather known
research on the widest range of giftedness topics or on a theme. Examples that include
our contributions are Creative Intelligence: Toward Theoretic Integration [56], the International
Handbook on Giftedness [57], The Routledge International Companion to Gifted Education [58],
Critical Issues and Practices in gifted Education: What the Research Says (2nd ed.) [59], the
APA Handbook of Giftedness and Talent [60], and The SAGE Handbook of Gifted and Talented
Education [61].

2.2. Specific Pedagogical Practices

Here are four examples of evidence for practices arising from our theoretical foci.

2.2.1. Goal Setting

Expert behavior is goal driven; goal setting is important, even if goals change. Gifted
learners in collaborative contexts want to discuss goals up-front ([46]. Morisano studied
undergraduates in a university with extremely high entering grades [62]. She identified
students whose grades slipped and engaged an experimental subgroup in a very brief
exercise of writing down any personal goals. A control group wrote about neutral topics.
The experimental group’s grades rebounded and the recovery was sustained the following
semester. We also explored the potential of this approach to help gifted underachievers [63].
Enabling engagement in goal setting helps students plan ahead about strategies to use in
the task, and sharing responsibilities.

2.2.2. Group Work Guidelines

Group work benefits from several specific actions. Excluding no classmates, students
should participate in deciding with whom they work [27,46]. The teacher should actively
circulate, oversee and assist the process when it stumbles [48]. Whereas most students
expect to do a part of the total task, high achieving learners anticipate working as a group—
collaboratively rather than just cooperatively, on a considerable part of the task. The
group work process should therefore schedule in opportunities for the work groups to
discuss their goals, progress toward their goals, each others’ contributions, and a fair
distribution of effort and contributions to the final product. In a survey of parents and
teachers, teachers were more favorable to group work than parents [64]. We wondered if
parents were sensitive to the same concern about their children’s exceptional performance
being undervalued. The added value of group work needs to be discussed openly with
students and their parents, not just about learning collaborative skills, but the deeper
learning that occurs when students expand their repertoire of roles, for example, asking
questions, explaining, and offering evidence for statements.

2.2.3. Knowledge Fairs and Integrity

A learning experience that can be done individually or in groups is knowledge fairs.
We casually asked participants in a regional science fair where they got their project ideas
and how they did them. Several students revealed that the ideas came from books or
parents (understandably) but they did not actually do the work they were exhibiting. Did
they cheat? We then systematically surveyed science fair participants [65]. Five of 24
students, all of whom were required to participate, openly admitted that they did not
fully do the work they were presenting. We then did a second survey to ask why, and
what was missing so that they could have presented their own honest work. The main
reasons they gave were lack of time and support. Cheaters received more help from parents
than teachers, and only one from another student. They would especially have liked
more help coming up with and shaping the idea, and setting up the project. Cheaters and
noncheaters both reported the three greatest obstacles to be pressure to do the project,
disappointment along the way, and coming up with project ideas. All the projects were
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undertaken individually. We extended the study to academic scientists, graduate students,
and elementary and secondary school students who voluntarily or compulsorily entered a
science fair [39]. Graduate students, scientists, and voluntary participants were interested
in the topics and self-motivated. Others were mostly assigned their topics. Voluntary
projects evolved over time, often becoming more complex. The greatest obstacles were
lack of time, knowledge, and resources. The students who were required to participate did
not prepare their projects with an authentic audience in mind (as proposed in Renzulli’s
Type III activities [26]). The obstacles resembled those reported by professional adults who
have been caught cheating. For knowledge fairs to succeed, the following advice emerges:
give students opportunities to develop interests (Renzulli’s Type I activities are one way),
extensively discuss goals at the beginning, explain the work in stages so students can assess
their own progress, allow enough time to complete the work, encourage working in groups
including a trusted friend, have students “ask another student first” and give each other
feedback at each stage of the work, closely monitor progress not just at the end. All this
advice overlaps with the requirements of inquiry.

2.3. Identification by Provision

In our summer gifted program, identification is by provision—offer the program
and suitable students will come. A local school district asked us to operate a similar
program for them for two years. They would identify students on IQ and related criteria.
We obtained approvals to compare the students on aptitude, social, and achievement
measures [66,67]. Only one differed statistically significantly: Our group was higher on the
Torrance divergent figural subtest [68]. There were no significant differences on self concept
(both high), IQ (both in the 120 s), or other measures. Although this study was of a summer,
not regular, school, and there were other constraints, it mildly supported our preference to
invest in programming first [69]. Most tests do not inform teachers about abilities in ways
related to contemporary theories of learning and instruction and perhaps their use should
be selective and inclusive—focused on giftedness rather than who is gifted.

3. General-Education Context Matters

Conceptually and politically, gifted education needs to be contextualized as an integral
part of general education (including higher and teacher education), not as a separate
discipline [70].

Situating Gifted Education within Regular Education

Because an approach works well in gifted education does not usually mean it is less
relevant elsewhere. Decades of publications have shown the educational value for gifted
learners of curricula that incorporate student interests, individual and small-group investi-
gations, and other inquiry-based approaches. However, in international comparisons, these
are in general curricula in the highest performing general school curricula [3]. Just five
practices from the 101 in Recommended Practices in Gifted Education [54] might be uniquely
applicable in gifted education: acceleration, some career education, program organization
addressing certain socio-affective outcomes, ability grouping, and using high- and above-
level curricular materials [71]. In addition, learning is enhanced in disciplinary context.
For example, “thinking skills” in isolation do not transfer to new tasks as well as those
learned in subject areas [72].

The theme of the Fourth World Conference on Gifted and Talented Children [4] was Ed-
ucation of the Gifted for the Benefit of All Children. In the Parallel Curriculum Model [73],
the first foundation stone of excellent gifted programming is a strong general curriculum.
A volume commissioned by UNESCO, specifically connecting gifted, regular, and special
education, documented 19 examples of direct contributions from gifted education to the
field at large [2], recategorized here in relation to the three main domains described in this
article (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Nineteen Ways Gifted Education Contributes to the Quality of General Education.

Area of Contribution Contributions of Gifted to General Education

Theory
(definitions of giftedness and instruction)

Highlighting the full range of children’s
performance and potential
Building curriculum around explicit models
Linking education and creativity
Promoting the idea of talent development

Specific Practices
(curriculum and instruction)

Embracing inquiry-based instruction
Promoting high-level questioning
Promoting knowledge fairs
Promoting fine and performing arts in school
Promoting second-language, global, future, and
intercultural studies
Expanding the range of career education
College-for-kids opportunities
Encouraging subject matter interest clubs
Supporting types of acceleration

Relationship to General Education

Encouraging high-quality state schools
Seeking talent across social barriers
Focusing on opportunities for girls
Supporting early school entry
Awareness of curricular loss in level
Keeping up the “class average”

Despite these examples of practices in gifted education that also enhance general
education, plus the parallel applicability of contemporary theories about expertise develop-
ment and social-constructivist pedagogy, the goal of uniting gifted and regular education
remains rather aspirational. The two are not yet well synchronized [74], as also shown by
the continuing struggles to serve gifted learners either in the classroom or in complemen-
tary services such as counseling or school psychology [75].

4. Conclusions

My contribution to the field has been to provide evidence that (a) giftedness and gifted
education should be contextualized within theories of the development of the cognitive,
social, and emotional characteristics of expertise, (b) social-constructivist and inquiry-
based instructional theories should guide practice, (c) specific instructional practices can be
especially applicable to gifted education but are not necessarily uniquely so, and (d) gifted
education needs to be an integral part of general education to thrive.

These contributions are consistent with the overall direction of contemporary scholarly
argument about giftedness and gifted education. In practice, the ubiquity of high IQ
and achievement scores as criteria for receiving gifted education services—emphasizing
acceleration and more advanced materials as the most defensible matches—emerges as a
possible area of conflict. However, it is also possible to not toss the proverbial baby with
the bathwater. Giftedness is not a singular phenomenon. If we conceptualize giftedness
differently and in multiple ways, then we need multiple ways to identify gifted learners
differently. This also has implications for what gifted education can be—with less emphasis
on more knowledge more quickly and more emphasis on interests, asking important
questions, and collaborative knowledge creation, in pedagogically, socially, and emotionally
supportive ways.

I have a parallel research interest in successful teaching and learning in higher educa-
tion. Gifted and higher education are both concerned with student engagement, high-level
learning, creating knowledge, and intellectual and creative leadership. The populations
of postsecondary students and students needing gifted education considerably overlap.
Additional sources on this topic are provided in the Supplementary Online Material linked
to this article.
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Abstract: This article contains 15 “takeaways” about how to teach organic creativity, from actual
teachers with several hundred total years of experience. Teachers of English, physics, Advanced
Placement Calculus, science, theater, the visual arts, dance, school administration, school coun-
seling, educational psychology professing, world languages, mathematics, the education of the
gifted and talented, social studies, music, and elementary education describe their strategies for
teaching for intuition, imagination, insight, imagery, risk-taking, openness to experience, feeding
back, improvisation, and other aspects of creativity that arise from the subject matter.

Keywords: organic creativity; creativity; teaching for creativity; creative teachers

1. Introduction

Often, how-to-teach advice is given by persons who have little or no experience in the
classroom with real, live children and adolescents. The writers, often professors, may have
taught in a K-18 classroom many years ago, but only for a few years, before they received
their higher degrees, entered the education departments and psychology departments, and
did not remain in touch with the academic field in which they taught. As the editor of the
Organic Creativity book, I asked academic specialists who were also pedagogy specialists
how they taught creativity while also teaching subject matter. This article summarizes their
thoughts on how to teach intuitively in the academic and arts classroom.

Creativity can be taught and nurtured, and we can build classrooms in which creativ-
ity thrives. Twenty-three educators with over 500 combined years of classroom experience
in K-18 discussed how they used the Eight I’s (intuition, inspiration, insight, improvisa-
tion, incubation, imagery, imagination, and intentionality), the Five Core Attitudes (group
trust, risk-taking, openness to experience, self-discipline, and tolerance for ambiguity),
and General Practices for Creativity (ritual, exercise, a decision to live a creative life). I
have developed the The Five Core Attitudes, Eight I’s, and General Practices for Creativity
and based them on the practices of creators, which I have explicated in articles (cf. Pi-
irto, 2009, 2016) and in my book [1]. These 23 educators taught literature, mathematics,
social science, science, physics, foreign language, theatre, visual arts, songwriting, dance,
music, arts education, educational psychology, gifted education, school counseling, and
school administration.

What is Organic Creativity? I coined this term, which some of my colleagues have
viewed with humor. By “organic”, I mean creativity that arises from within, with or without
intention, as part of the whole. It is unforced, spontaneous, free, pure, living, and animate.
Most people think being creative means being in the arts and they say, “I am not creative”.
This is a misconception. All people are creative. The working definition of creativity which
I have used since I wrote my first book on creativity [2]. is this simple dictionary definition:
“Creativity is a basic human need to make new” (p. 2). While creativity is the natural
propensity of human being-ness, creativity can be enhanced and also stifled. The creative
personality can be developed and also thwarted. What is unnatural and sad is for creativity
to be repressed, suppressed, and stymied through the process of growing up and being
educated. Creativity takes certain habits of mind.
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What I have gleaned about the creative process has been learned through my research
method, which is a qualitative biographical approach. I have read over 1000 biographies
of creators deemed worthy of having a book written about them and noted how they
describe their creative processes. However, I have also read nonscholarly biographies,
which include puff pieces, autobiographies, memoirs, and interviews. For example, each
issue of the literary journal, The Paris Review, includes a lengthy interview of a writer. Many
of these interviews were cited in my book about creativity in writers [3] My and these
themes were gleaned. For example, in the 1967 interview of poet Anne Sexton, (1928–1974)
she was quoted as saying:

Hell, I am undisciplined too, in everything but my work . . . and the discipline,
the reworking, the forgeing into being is the stuff of poetry . . . the original
impulse is only that . . . and perhaps poets get that as a gift. However, it is what
you do with the gift that makes the difference. Everyone in the world seems to be
writing poems . . . but only a few climb into the sky. What you sent shows you
COULD climb there if you pounded it into your head that you must work and
rework these uncut diamonds of yours.

[4]

I coded this as an example of the core attitude of self-discipline.
In conceiving the book on organic creativity [5], I considered teaching as a creative

domain. I asked 23 creative teachers to write personal essays of about 6000 words on
how they teach their academic disciplines creatively. One of the criteria for choosing these
people was (1) that they had expertise in the academic subjects they taught—for example,
they had undergraduate majors and in many cases, graduate degrees in the subjects; and
(2) they had years of experience teaching. After compiling the book, I recapitulated its
themes, cross-coding among the teachers’ personal essays about how they teach creativity;
here are 15 takeaways from their insights.

2. Takeaways from the Personal Essays of Creative Teachers

2.1. Teachers Should Resist the Current Climate of Multiple-Choice Assessment,
Single-Target Standards

Peppercorn [6], spoke about the pressure of meeting such standards. He related that
creatively in the subject of social studies was extremely important, as students and teachers
were subjected to rigid assessments were demoralizing. He related that schools were not
businesses, and that “the MBA-ification of schools is interfering with teachers’ ability to
inspire their students, help them discover their talents and interests, and let them showcase
their creativity” ([6], p. 34). The current and recent past emphasis on standardized testing
has put the focus on narrow right and wrong answers, and “we’re losing sight of the
importance of developing students’ creative thinking skills, and we’re killing students’
intellectual curiosity and love of learning. ”Peppercorn argued that academic skills such as
critical thinking were important. Students should also be helped in discovering what their
strengths are, and teachers and schools should “give them opportunities to be imaginative”.

Groman [7], who is now a professor of the education of the talented, found her years
of classroom teaching often heartbreaking, being required to check off testing standards
instead of teaching with joy and creative energy:

I found that life as a teacher of the gifted is very difficult. Heartbreaking, even.
Now when I hear stories of the breaking hearts of teachers around me and the
questions my young teachers-to-be ask about the difficulties of the profession,
I think back to these days . . . I saw the slow, steady movement toward stan-
dardization with the No Child Left Behind and the standards-based legislation
and at the same time was aware that teaching could be different—deeper, and
more soulful.

([7], p. 273)
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She said that her creative work as a jazz singer and singer-songwriter was necessary
for her sanity: “I had an outlet for expression when I was frustrated, sorrowful, and ready
to give up. I had a connection to like-minded individuals that bolstered me” ([7], p. 273).

2.2. Teachers Should Know Their Students’ Strengths and Teach to Their Strengths

Nicoll [8] experienced a teaching breakthrough while teaching choreography and
dance. She noted that most such classes were very directive, with the choreographer being
the leader and boss, imposing the patterns upon the company. Once a 9-year-old student
asked her, “When do we get to dance?”. This comment moved Nicoll to reflect on her
teaching. To make space for students’ creativity, teachers sometimes need to move aside,
even when students request more help. In her essay, Nicoll [8] described how making
space for students’ intuition and creativity can be one of the most challenging and essential
tasks undertaken by any teacher. Her question for herself was this: “What is the least I
can do that will help students discover their own powers as artists?” ([8], p. 109). Nicoll
likened her teaching to being a cairn, a wilderness marker on a hiking trail. Instead of
freeing her from overplanning her classes, her insight led her to more planning:

Planning became a more intensive process. I spent hours imagining every student
and digging around in my memory for what I heard and saw in their dancing. I
started hauling notebook and pen around the studio with me, scribbling notes
about what students were doing, what questions they asked each other, what
thoughts they expressed. Studying the notes later, I asked myself questions.
When did this or that student get excited? What did he or she say, or was she
mostly silent? To whom should I pay special attention so I would catch that little
smile or glimmer in the eye . . . My goal: to pay very close attention and turn the
students on to themselves.

([8], p. 114)

2.3. The Teacher Should Teach Improvisationally; That Is, the Lesson Can Be Changed when the
Situation Changes

As an example of teaching improvisationally, Kettler and Sanguras [9] developed a
method for teaching literature that utilized four pedagogical strategies. One of these strate-
gies was “disciplined improvisation” ([9], p. 14) which encouraged students to perform
their favorite works with verve and emotion. Second is the “centrality of imagination”,
which encouraged students to engage with fantasy and to interpret literature using a “what
if” strategy:

Depending on their personal experiences and worldviews, perhaps they envision
an absentee father, or a series of academic failures, or even a chemical imbalance.
The product students create (i.e., an essay, a scrapbook, a series of Facebook posts)
is secondary to the true purpose: melding life experiences and imagination to
create deep, personal meaning of literature.

([9], p. 9)

Snowber [10] also advocated that teachers be willing to “see what happens” and to
enter the classroom willing to improvise: “I may come in with a lesson plan, but I may
find out that day that there was a huge tragedy, and the only way the class could bear
this” is to write or move honoring the grief and loss” ([10], p. 257). Snowber called this
“the emergent curriculum”. The teacher must be open, fluent, and aware of the textures of
creativity. “I am more interested in what I do not know than what I know” ([10], p. 258).
The teacher must embrace vulnerability, “for the creative process is seldom neat and is an
invitation to both wonder and difficulty, but it is a process, which resides in the text of our
bodies and souls” ([10], p. 258). The teacher should feel free to stray from the lesson plan
and use his or her intuition to determine the direction of the classroom situation and the
lesson, encouraging students to use their imagination.
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2.4. The Teacher Should Seek to Develop a Climate of Feedback in the Classroom where the Students
Trust Each Other

Developing a trusting atmosphere in the classroom requires skill. The teacher should
demonstrate an acceptance of students’ stories and comments, without putting down
students’ ideas. World languages teacher, F. Christopher Reynolds [11] has developed a
process called “feeding back”. There are four responses for when a student presents a
product or idea.

1. Reminds me of;
2. Occurs to me;
3. Art answers art;
4. Silence.

Firstly, the class and the teacher draw upon their own past experiences, and comment
on the work noncommittally, saying, “Your work reminds me of . . . ” This is a sharing
exercise and not a value judgment. Reynolds [11] related, “This level invites you to allow
the creativity to inspire you to remember and to share your memories” ([11], p. 81). The
second level of feeding back adds a little more specificity. Feeding back is not evaluative. It
does not say, “Cool, dude!” or “What’s up, man?” or gush about how awesome or beautiful
the work is. Works are taken seriously, perhaps with the class walking about the room
silently and quietly looking at their classmates’ work in a respectful manner, as at an art
show. Then, the student or teacher pins the image to the wall or board, and the person
who constructed the image listens quietly and nondefensively while the rest of the people
begin their sentence with the words “I see”. We tell the students: “You will receive insights
into your work (and self) that you did not know you were putting into the work, if you
listen to the feeding back”. This is said carefully and tenderly, with no evaluation, but just
description or association: “While I was looking at this, something just popped into my
mind”. Other possible responses are these: “This work reminds me of”. A higher, more
engaged level of feeding back is answering art with art: “I want to make a work of art to
respond to your work of art”, or, most profound of all, being rendered silent by the power
of the work [12].

2.5. Students Should Be Encouraged to Learn from Failure and from Vulnerability

The arts of dance and theater are particularly suitable for learning from failure and
vulnerability, as much of the learning is improvisational and requires trial and error as
the students gain skills and remember lines, notes, and routines. The fear of failure is
always present, but the teacher can mitigate this by encouraging risk-taking. Dubin [13],
a teacher of theatre, related that students were hungry for a non-judgmental atmosphere
which encouraged experimentation and “unfettered exploration” ([13], p. 124):

Risk-taking is an inherent part of the creative process. If students are to realize
their potential, to develop the skills in which they are the least confident, to
step outside of what is comfortable, they need to have the freedom to indulge
in unfettered exploration. They have to be willing not only to go out on a limb,
but to leap, hop and jitterbug on that limb. What stands in the way of their
arboreal Lindy-Hopping, is that ubiquitous question “What if I fall?” . . . it is
necessary to have a safe environment; an environment in which failure has been
de-stigmatized, in which it is encouraged and even celebrated.

([13], p. 125)

Dubin argued that failing with permission is liberating, and thus it is “an invaluable
tool of learning and growth” ([13], p. 125). He uses circle meditation and a bevy of trust
exercises to help students to conduct the risk-taking.

2.6. The Teacher Should Use Creative Humor which Teaches and Engages Students

Social studies middle school teacher, Daniel Peppercorn [6], is known throughout
his school for his joke contests and humorous stories, and parents clamor to attend the
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class as guests. He said that comedians are known for their ability to surprise people with
ideas that are unique and original., and that he welcomed class comics into his classes
because the other students were engaged and the teacher always had a foil. He described
his parents’ nights:

During our annual Curriculum Night, I try to incorporate humor into the presen-
tation to give my students’ parents a sense of what my class is like. For example,
sometimes I give them current events challenge questions and they win bills
from our classroom currency for answering questions correctly. One question
was: “According to a study by psychologists, do our memories get more or less
positive over time?” After a parent correctly answered that our memories get
more positive over time, I said, “Hopefully your son or daughter will really like
my class. However, even if they do not, in ten years they’ll love the class”.

([6], p. 35)

2.7. Administrators, Counselors, and Teachers Should Not Be Afraid to “Trust the Gut”

Rebecca McElfresh [14] wrote about being an elementary school principal and Maria
Balotta [15] wrote about being a middle school counselor. Both emphasized that such work
is improvisational and requires intuition as decisions are made on the fly when situations
arise throughout each day. Balotta illustrated this through four case examples—of a girl
who was being bullied by other girls, and so brought a knife to school intending to deal
with them violently; of a boy whose macho Latino father would not accept that he was
gay; of a Russian immigrant girl whose mother was so busy with her other six children
that she could not perceive the needs of her oldest child; of a bright, achieving native
Spanish speaking girl who was being refused the class valedictorian honor because of her
background. Balotta [15] related:

I feel blessed to have discovered the voice within. This thing that we call intuition
leads me to carve new paths when at times the road seems to have reached its end.
Not all the stories are about students whose lives have been in danger, or students
denied their earned rewards. The incubation period for creative solutions is
frequently seconds long, but as I look back at my journey as a school counselor, I
cannot think of any story where intuition did not play a significant role.

([15], p. 311)

2.8. Music, Theatre, Art, Dance, Foreign Language, and Athletics Are Not Extras, but Vitals

McElfresh [14] also wrote about seamlessly weaving the standard curriculum and
the arts together through shared activities, field trips, and residencies by artists, writers,
musicians, dance companies, and so on. Every day, in the schools she led, students would
have music lessons embedded into their literature, mathematics, science, history, and other
lessons as a matter of course. When the bombings of 11 September 2001 happened, she
gathered her teachers, students, and staff for the making of art as a response:

It seemed natural to us to respond organically through the creation of art. Stu-
dents created art, teachers created art, poems, and song. We gathered in a large
group assembly, surrounded by our art, and listened to poetry and music. We
had found confidence in this way of working and we were able to turn to it at a
time when we knew little else to do.

([14], p. 324)

2.9. Techniques Such as Meditating, Slowing Down, Paying Attention, and Mindfulness Should
Be Part of a Teacher’s Repertoire

I discussed the use of meditation in the classroom. Meditation is a part of the creative
process in all domains [11]. Meditation seems to be a theme in the discussions of creators
on how they create. Religion is most likely not a reason; creators seem to meditate in a
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spiritual, individual sense. Here, are some ways teachers can use the general creativity
practice of meditation in their classrooms:

• Pause. Breathe. Don’t rush. Begin activities with closed eyes and a deep breath.
• Have students “put on their game face” before performances or practices by encour-

aging them to close their eyes, sit still, breathe, and visualize themselves.
• Talk about and research the classroom uses of meditation.
• Use bells or a bronze begging bowl with a mallet to signal a period of quiet and

mindfulness in the classroom. The very sounds of these musical instruments seem to
induce a creative frame of mind.

• Emphasize slowness and thoroughness rather than quickness. ([1], p. 137)

2.10. The Use of Field Trips Increase the Likelihood of Students’ Engagement, Remembering,
and Transfer

Nowadays, and throughout history, schools have debated the usefulness of field trips.
Just do it, as Nike says. Even as a college professor, I require field trips for all of my
undergraduate and graduate students; getting away, seeing things with one’s own eyes,
socializing, and being somewhere physically cannot be beaten. Gardner’s [16] work on
“teaching for understanding” emphasized the “museum curriculum”, noting that transfer
is achieved through the concrete apprehension of learning through the body. Johnson [17],
who taught poor, rural Appalachian students was adamant that they took trips out of
their school and local region. He even conducted field trips to the nearest McDonald’s 30
miles away, for his students, who had never eaten out, teaching them about mathematics,
economics, and nutrition.

2.11. The Classroom Is a Mutual Learning Environment, where Both Students and Teachers
Learn Together

Science is a subject that is often challenging for both teachers and students. Taber [18]
said there are three myths about how to creatively teach science. The first myth is that
science is about facts. This is false. Science is about data from which facts are creatively
extrapolated: “In terms of cognitive processes, this means inventing patterns that can make
sense of the data. Scientists imagine possibilities to best fit data, and then invent ways of
testing those imaginary possibilities by doing further data collection” ([18], p. 49). Making
models to explain phenomena is also part of creativity in science. The second myth about
teaching science is that students can memorize concepts by rote. In fact, when a model
is presented to explain a phenomenon, the student must encounter the model with an
imagination similar to the imagination with which the model was invented. Understanding
is necessary. The third myth is that memorizing a set of facts increases knowledge of science.
Taber [18] related that, while it is convenient to know that water is H2O,

Arguably, we should be more impressed by the student who can devise a role-
play; or develop a graphical representation; or construct a narrative; or build a
model—which shows some understanding of the concept of element, than the
student who can select, or even regurgitate a formal definition.

([18], p. 114)

However, creatively teaching science requires that the teacher have at least enough
knowledge of the concepts to be able to simplify them so that the students can apprehend
them at a level which they can understand. This is often accomplished through the use
of “metaphors, similes, and analogies between the target knowledge and what is already
familiar to learners” ([18], p. 115). The teacher must be able to build cognitive bridges
between the textbook and the individual student’s level of understanding. The teacher
must have “knowledge of the subject matter, preparation in the pedagogy, and a good deal
of insight into learners and their ways of thinking” ([18], p. 115).

Tolan [19], a Newbury Award-winning children and young adult fiction writer, who
has given thousands of author workshops and readings to teachers and children, spoke
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about emphasizing the magic of a story when working with students. She also listed several
ways that children’s creativity and intuition can be hindered. These are (1) criticisms, both
good and bad, including grades; (2) an overemphasis on product rather than on the process
of creating; (3) an overemphasis on revision, which “should not be regularly expected of
children, whose focus is the adventure of seeing where the story goes. Revision should sel-
dom be required earlier than middle school” ([19], p. 179); (4) requiring students to always
pay attention and work hard can kill creativity, as day-dreaming, looking out of the win-
dow, and sitting quietly with a thought are necessary for creativity; (5) movement, recess,
walking, running around, are also necessary; and (6) an emphasis on creative courage:

Fear. This comes in part from criticism (grading) or the idea that every creation
must be appreciated by someone else. Creation involves the ability to take a risk,
and all creators experience times when they are not sure they’ll be able to finish
something they’ve started, or come up with another new idea. Share this fact
with the kids, and maintain as much as possible a sense of play and exploration.
Regularly remind students that creators need to be courageous.

([19], p. 186)

2.12. Self-Knowledge Tools Such as Mandalas, Walking the Labyrinth, Reflections, Nature Walks,
and Similar Tools Help Give Students Insight and Inspiration

Burnett [20], an actor and dancer who engaged in the highly cognitive Creative
Problem-Solving Process (CPS) as a professor, decided to include a softer intuition within
the CPS process in order to round it out, aligning the process with what creators do while
creating. She encouraged her students at the State University of Buffalo to slow down
while practicing CPS. She called this “passive intuition”:

• When students become stuck on what to do next, ask them to take an incubation break.
• Ask students to do short bursts of exercise in between divergence and convergence.
• Put the problem away until the next day.
• Go for a quiet walk outside of the building.
• Do not try to do too much in one session. Instead, give students time to reflect and

think about their processes. ([20], p. 289)

Burnett also described the addition of “active intuition”: “visualization and imagery,
artistic tools, the use of analogies, centering tools such as meditation and labyrinths, and the
deliberate focus on an intuitive response e (i.e., —what does your gut say?)” ([20], p. 291).

2.13. Talent Is Omnipresent, but There Is a “Certain Something” beyond Talent That Is Indefinable,
That Experts and Audiences Know when They See It

Many experts suggest that a certain number of repetitions, say 10,000, or ten years of
deliberate practice can trump the presence of talent (cf.: [21,22]). The writers of chapters
in the book being discussed here [5] beg to discuss this. Oreck [23] was the organizer
and leader of a program, ArtsConnection, in over 150 NYC public schools that identified
children with talents in dance, music, circus, and theatre. Oreck was interested in creativity
and motivation:

That creativity and motivation were considered essential to artistic ability and
success is not at all surprising. When discussing the roots of their own success
and that of their most promising students, accomplished artists often mention
attitude—of curiosity, openness, risk-taking—as key to their development . . .

([23], p. 95)

While Oreck [21] is in agreement with the necessity for repetition, deliberate practice,
and so on, he contemplates, in this chapter, about the obvious “artistry . . . in untrained
children working in the arts . . . . An artistic attitude, emotional connection, and aesthetic
appreciation, signal the artist at work” [23], p. 97). He came to call this “A”. We might refer
to this general artistry as an “A factor”, a range of abilities and attitudes that can explain
and predict outstanding performance in a variety of artistic experiences and settings. It
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is crucial to recognize that A is equally important at both ends of the continuum: "from
Carnegie Hall to the gym at PS 130” ([23], p. 98). Further, correlational studies with a large
grant program, which Oreck ran in Ohio, showed the existence of a g-factor in artistic talent
across domains; children showed general talent: “What was striking was the magnitude of
the statistical correlation among the art forms—almost perfect across the three performing
arts and just a bit lower when visual art was added in”. ([23], p. 99).

2.14. “Know Thyself ” Is a Goal for Teaching and Living Creatively

Visual arts professor, Charles Caldemeyer [24], noted the presence of talent in students
in advanced painting classes. Often, his students were feted and honored for their work in,
say, landscape, or in decoration, and thus they continued to work in the fields in which they
had garnered praise. They were certainly talented, but they had not explored their inner
selves, nor had they used their intuition in creating. He stated that “The artistic process is
only vibrant when it is one of discovery” ([24], p. 210). He urged that young artists develop
their intuitive skills: “Techniques we use to develop intuitive skills involve (a) elimination
of routines, (b) the re-contextualization of everyday events, and (c) the use of associative
patterns to view life, as well as painting, experiences” ([24], p. 211). Caldemeyer reminded
students that their paintings “stand halfway between the artist and the viewer, reflective
of the artist’s intent, yet equally interpretable by the viewer in their terms” ([24], p. 211).
Yet, the student’s personal symbol system needs to be developed, a system that is not too
esoteric nor too cliched. Each individual artist needs to examine their inner self and to
reflect on their personal references and images:

Ideas are gifts from the great unknown. It is important for artists to follow their
ideas, because ideas that are dispensed but ignored will slowly drive one insane,
or at least lead to compensatory neuroses and insecurities. Developing one’s
ideas allows an artist to understand and order his/her world, and to reconcile
outer and inner experiences.

([24], p. 220)

Montgomery [25] emphasized that teachers teaching creatively must assess what their
students already know and build upon this. She operates with two guidelines: “(1) I
will not teach what is already learned and (2) I cannot teach what learners are not ready
developmentally to learn” ([25], p. 264). Montgomery developed a model that emphasized
transformational thinking called The Holistic Model. The Holistic Model included (1) The
Mind, (2) The Body, (3), The Spirit, and (4) The Heart. ([25], p. 248).

She worked with her graduate students on opening up their preconceived notions
of knowledge, leadership, and dominance, utilizing tools such as walking the labyrinth,
meditation, movement, creating a mandala, memory work, and so on, using the Medicine
Wheel as an example. Montgomery worked in the highly indigenously populated state
of Oklahoma with many mentors who helped her to create this model. “The medicine
wheel was the inspiration for the Holistic Model. The Medicine Wheel focuses on the four
geographical directions (east, south, west, and north) or areas of development—physical,
social, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual” ([25], p. 248).

2.15. Students Should Be Encouraged to Improvise, Theorize, Elaborate, Discuss, Explore, Create,
Conjecture, Ask Why, and Not to Just Focus on “the Right Answer”

George Johnson [17], a long-time Gifted Intervention Specialist, shared his 40 years of
practices that inhibited or encouraged creativity in the Appalachian G/T classroom where
creative innovation is a way of life for both parents and teachers. The author concluded
that the single most important factor in the creative classroom is a teacher and students
who ask “Why?” the title of his essay was “Cars on Blocks and Roadkills”, exemplifying the
way of life of his economically challenged community and school. Johnson wrote, “I have
found that the easiest and most consistent way to encourage creativity in the classroom
is to ask the question “Why?” ([17], p. 222). He described the guided imagery that he
practiced with his students. “In a relaxed setting, allow students to close their eyes and
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use their mind’s eye to see. There must be time to incubate, to allow the images to come
forward. Try reading selections from appropriate literature with highly descriptive scenes”
([17], p. 224).

Daniels [26] discussed how to use creative imagination in teaching physics and Ad-
vanced Placement Calculus in a public high school with little funding. She said, “When
studying concepts in physics, it is often necessary to use visualization and imagery” ([26],
p. 19). Few high schools can afford simulators that can let students feel inertia or conduct
field trips where students can experiment with weight loss or gain in a pool or a moving
elevator. Using dummies to simulate the force of car crashes with or without seatbelts
is also not feasible. “For these examples, and many more, I ask the students to imagine
how they would feel. I ask them to close their eyes and think about the situation, and then
visualize what they would see, how they would move, and what they would feel” (p. 19).
Daniels lectures and demonstrates, yet “the students gain a better understanding of the
concepts from visualization and imagery” ([26], p. 20). She encourages students to use
their imaginations when concrete experiments that use the senses of sight, hearing, and
touch are not possible.

Stephenson [27] taught music to young children, and she believed that the songwriting
experience with them was one of the most “inestimable” ([27], p. 146). She had several tips
for writing songs with children:

• Solicit ideas from the children, both for the theme of the song itself, and for words and
phrases to include in the lyrics.

• Ask the children for suggestions for a first line, and lines to follow. It is surprising
how easily this comes to children—rhythm and rhyme are their natural languages.

• Invite the children, once part or all of the lyrics are created, to sing a possible melody
for each line.

• Plan a way to record the finished song immediately upon completion. This will serve
to capture the musical ideas before they can be forgotten, and gives the children
immediate positive feedback for their creative work. ([27], p. 154)

Two teachers of physics [28] talked about the improvisation needed in order to teach
so that the students could trust their own observations and theories. The teaching style in
such an active setting must be flexible and adaptable. They used the Socratic method so
that students could proceed individually, finding answers, observing results, or having
ideas that might be shocking, as well as intriguing, to their classmates and their professors.
The professors often had to rethink their own preconceptions about the experiments.
Michael related:

It is easy to walk into a classroom and tell the students what you know but it
takes a lot of creative courage to walk into a classroom and to let the class be led
by the students and to follow them as the professor . . . It requires a confidence
in your understanding of the material and a certain willingness to grasp the
material deeper than you may have in the past.

([28], p. 62)

The nature of the subject matter of physics encourages design and experimentation as
students build devices to illustrate the principles of physics. They said, “Throughout these
experiments and projects, the students must use their intuition, visualization, imagery, and
creative abilities to transform ideas into plans, then build actual devices using their plans”
([28], p. 71).

3. Summary

In summary, organic creativity rises from the creator who has self-knowledge and who
is not afraid to express it. Certain exercises help to enhance this by focusing on the various
processes such as the Eight I’s: (1) Insight; (2) Intuition; (3) Incubation; (4) Imagination;
(5) Improvisation; (6) Inspiration; (7) Imagery; (8) Intentionality; the Five Core Attitudes:
(1) Openness to experience or naivete; (2) Risk-taking; (3) Tolerance for Ambiguity; (4) Self-
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Discipline; and (5) Group trust. Additionally, there are several general practices: (1) the
need for solitude; (2) creativity rituals; (3) meditation; (4) exercise, especially walking;
(5) the quest for silence; (6) divergent production practice; and (7) creativity as the process
of a life ([1–3,5,29–32]). With these suggestions, those who want to teach creativity will
find many avenues to explore.

Experienced teachers who have not only extensive subject matter knowledge, but also
extensive pedagogical knowledge have various ways of teaching for organic creativity.
This article has shared a few of these ideas.
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