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‘We pass through this
world but once. Few

tragedies can be more
extensive than the

stunting of life, few
injustices deeper than

the denial of an
opportunity to strive or
even to hope, by a limit
imposed from without
but falsely identified

as lying within.’

Stephen Jay Gould – 
The Mismeasure of Man

Gifted & Talented Pocketbook

‘
‘
‘

’
’

’

This is a wonderful book. It’s fascinating, 
it’s profound, and it’s practical!

Carol Dweck,
Professor of Psychology, Stanford University.

A marvellously lucid and engaging introduction to
the 21st century way of thinking about giftedness.
Every G&T teacher should have a pocket for it!

Guy Claxton,
Professor of the Learning Sciences, 
University of Winchester.

At last, a book on G&T that is inspiring! It’s 
based in sound educational values and
fundamental evidence about learning.

Chris Watkins,
Reader, London Institute of Education.
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‘Gifted and talented’ – a recent history

It seemed so simple in the post-war years: ‘bright’ children were destined for
grammar schools and professional careers, and the ‘less able’ were destined for
secondary moderns and vocational futures in the trades. Comprehensives, in turn,
aimed to service all abilities, and ‘differentiation’ was the buzzword. Whilst
accusations flew to and fro about whether or not these systems were ‘elitist and
discriminatory’ or ‘failing to stretch the ablest,’ the notion of ‘ability’ was rarely
questioned. Few wondered whether the concept itself might need updating.

Towards the end of the 20th century the term ‘gifted and talented’ entered the formal
vocabulary of English schools, first through the Excellence in Cities Programme and
then through a welter of emerging national structures and ‘G&T’ initiatives – many of
which have now morphed into the ‘personalised learning’ and ‘narrowing the gap’
agendas. 

Carpe diem – seize the day! We now have the opportunity to take G&T away from the
mean streets and dead-ends of ‘ability,’ ‘identification’ and ‘cohorts’ and turn instead
into the open avenues of learning and gift-creation for all.
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G&T – a new look at a familiar concept

Whilst valuing and celebrating the many examples of best practice in G&T that
have emerged over the past decade and more, this Pocketbook sets out a vision that
diverges from familiar paths. It has arisen from years of experimentation with and
exposure to different ways of thinking about this field of education, and from
observing outstanding teachers at work with their students.

The Gifted & Talented Pocketbook is a response to the dissatisfactions that I and many
teachers feel with the principles and outcomes that underpin the traditional, data-
driven framework. That framework promotes a ‘test-and-place’ and ‘them-distinct-
from-the-rest-of-them’ practice which can actually hinder the development of gifts
and talents. This book offers a challenging, invigorating and realistic alternative, fit for
the 21st century. 

What remains is a commitment to ensuring that all pupils, including those already
working at an advanced level, receive educational opportunities that allow them to be
appropriately stretched, engaged and challenged. 
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Will this approach work for me?

You are likely to find much in this Pocketbook’s approach to giftedness that
you can identify with if you subscribe to the following values, beliefs and principles:

• Children do not have the same skills and strengths, but all can respond well to
rich, challenging, personalised educational opportunities

• Gifts and talents aren’t ‘found,’ ‘discovered’ or ‘identified’ in children – they’re
made, created and grown

• Gifts and talents aren’t stable, measurable attributes – they wax and
wane along with children’s educational environments, the quality of
their relationships, their commitment and dedication, and other factors

• A focus on children’s performances and on teacher-imposed targets
is less likely to lead to a long-term passion for learning (and
achievement) than a focus on their learning, and their
personally-generated targets

‘The healthy functioning community depends on
realising the capacity to develop each [child’s] gift.’
Peter Senge (Society for Organizational Learning)

Copyright protected – Teachers’ Pocketbooks



9M y s t e r y  o r  M a s t e r y ?

Who’s gifted? Definition 1

So what exactly do we mean when we label someone as ‘gifted’ and how do
we decide who is? Do we need to? There are hundreds of definitions of giftedness,
but since labels lead our thinking as well as describe it, let’s give some serious 
thought to a couple of these. First, a very familiar one:

And a related way of ‘reading’ Safia, a Year 6 pupil:

Exceptional academic ability or potential relative to one’s peer group.

It’s no wonder Safia’s so bright. Her parents are both highly able people
themselves. Her exceptional academic achievements are explained by her natural
giftedness. She clearly needs special provision, and she has in fact responded 
well to the accelerated literacy and numeracy provision she’s had access to as 
part of our school’s G&T cohort. She’s one of our success stories and is destined
for great things.
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Who’s gifted? Definition 2

Now consider this less familiar definition of giftedness:

And a related ‘reading’ of Safia:

Which of these definitions and ‘readings’ do you hear most often in the staffroom?
Which do you feel most comfortable with? Why?

A preparedness to invest time, energy and resources (intellectual, 
physical, emotional, social) into an area of learning.

Safia has responded tremendously well to her stimulating and supportive home
background and to the opportunities she’s had in school. She’s achieving
wonderfully well but is showing signs of being more interested in her scores and
class position than in her learning, and she’s nervous of ‘failure’. She seems,
however, to have a genuine interest in art and design – how might I best help her
to deepen and extend her interest in this area?

To page 18
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