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Summary
This paper explores the implications of a model that works from the premise that all children may be capable of, what is currently considered to be, exceptional performance, in one or more areas of skill, talent or endeavour. In this scenario the role of the educator is to develop their pedagogical understanding and practice so that an increasing number of children have the opportunity to give expression to their exceptional ability during their life time. The paper goes on to introduce a framework I have been growing to enable me to reflect on and progress a learning environment which provides the experiences and support that will enable children and young people to develop the attitudes, attributes, understandings and skills of thought full and thoughtful learners, with informed aspirations, and the confidence, competence and understanding of themselves, necessary to realise them, to their own and society’s benefit. 
Marie Huxtable has worked as an Educational Psychologist for more than 27 years in different parts of England. She currently works in an English Local Education Authority and has responsibility for, amongst other things, the development of the APEX (Able Pupils Extending Opportunities) Project. The views expressed here are hers and not necessarily those of the LEA
Background

Attempting to describe and understand high and extraordinary
 abilities and to develop strategies to promote them is akin to trying to describe, understand and develop a room sized techni-coloured optical illusion through the medium of a microscope and an HB pencil. You need to get up close and personal to use the limited tools at your disposal but the closer you get the more difficult it is to maintain a vision of the full picture – which changes depending on where you view it from. 
An approach to high ability which places a focus on a percentage of the population has the lure of apparent simplicity. However scratch the surface and the inconsistencies rapidly break through. At best such an approach can mask the emergence of extraordinary abilities and at worst can be actively counter productive. The thinking of psychologists and educationalists such as Sternberg, Gardner, Perkins, Costa and Renzulli in America and Freeman, Claxton, Fisher, West-Burnham and Hymer in Britain may require a lot more thought and active enquiry by educationalists to translate into practice but in that very demand they capture the essence of the process they are struggling with. In other words what is needed is not (as the late Kate St John put it) ‘warm pink and fluffy and on a spoon’, rather it requires active collaborative engagement, exploration, thinking, hypothesis testing, uncertainty and risk taking on the part of both learners and educators.
In this light then consider the first of two current major lines of thinking in the area of high ability and education. 

· High and exceptional ability is understood in terms of a statistically described population and teachers are charged with the task of providing identifiably different provision for a small percentage of children and young people
Teachers are being exhorted in England by the DFES to identify the top 10% of their own school population as ‘gifted or talented’: ‘gifted’ is used to describe academic ability and ‘talented’ to describe abilities in the performing and expressive arts, and sport. We are informed that 1/3rd will be ‘talented’, and there will be representation of gender, socio economic backgrounds, ethnic groups etc. Schools are exhorted to put the pupils identified through various procedures, including tests, checklists, and nominations, on a register and make particular provision for them.
The DFES funded National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth has been given the mission to address the needs of the top 5% of the national population of children and young people by making provision for them, on and off line, and providing continued professional development (CPD) for teachers.  Some, or even all, of those on the gifted and talented register in a school may not be eligible to join the National Academy as probably some, or possibly all, of the top 10% of a single school will be below the top 5% of the national population on the criteria currently used. So, one problem the percentage approach presents is the use of a label that has an independent and varying reference point. That is individual school populations vary and do not necessarily reflect the whole of the school age population in England. This is but one problem of many.
Different ethnic groups should be represented, but what if cultures value and support the development or demonstration of some abilities more than others? Does that mean you would describe someone as gifted or talented with respect to the norms for the group to which you would allocate them, which may not be the same group as they would include themselves in (the wording on ethnic monitoring forms attest to that problem), or to the dominant group? What do you do if the child’s group affiliation is not the same as the one you would commit them to? How about gender; do you use different statistical reference groups in coeducational schools at different ages or do you mix the boys and girls? Some schools do not find the often expected gender differences, but do find marked differences between some classes, what adjustments should be made in those events? Keep in mind that we are talking about group norms not individual performance and there is considerable overlap of populations. Confused? Then let us go a little further.
How are the performances to be described, sampled and standardised; in what terms, at what stage in a child’s life? What happens if a child’s score falls just below the chosen centile, but within the standard error of measurement of the test? 
When the top x% is referred to, it is with reference to the total school population at any one time. It is acknowledged by the proponents of the percentage approach that some pupils may be in the highest performing group for one aspect of the curriculum such as maths but not in another such as English while other pupils may perform highly in a number of areas. The greater the number of curriculum areas included for consideration under ‘gifted’ the smaller the number of children who can be identified in each, if the overall x% is to be maintained.
For an example let us take ‘Form 3’ with 100 pupils; if the top 5% are on the register for gifted and talented then 5 names will appear. William has a score of 20 in English (despite not even being able to spell his name consistently) which puts him 5th in the class so he is put on the gifted and talented register. What do you now do with Isaac who is quite exceptional at maths, (what is seen of it as his original work has been burnt and it is proving difficult to get him to rewrite it) but he only scored 17 for English, Michael who is outstanding at Chemistry and Physics, but not Biology, Bill’s computer skills are amazing (but he uses American spelling rather than English which depresses his scores in tests) and Pablo’s art is inspirational (but English is his second language so access to the curriculum is a problem). If these other boys are to be added to the gifted and talented register then William has to come off. Remember he only came 5th so with the same score in English to maintain an overall figure of 5% of Form 3 on the register he has to go if the likes of Isaac, Michael, Bill and Pablo are to be added, and we have not considered the girls yet. You could say this is much ado about nothing; it is after all only a register. In which case why have one at all?
The advantage of the statistical definition is that on first sight it appears to offer a quick and simple response to the identification of, and making provision for, high ability. However as it is not based in a pedagogical or defensible psychological model it fails to address fundamental questions, such as ‘what should be different about the teaching programme for the identified population?’ Worse, it can have a deleterious affect on some young learners. For instance, the observed path of learning is not linear. Your performance relative to your peers may at times appear to accelerate, plateau or even deteriorate, consequently some years you may be in the top 5% but not necessarily all the time. Your observed rate of learning is not lock stepped with your peers and whether you are considered ‘gifted or talented’ depends as much on their development as on your own. Consider having your teaching programme changed without reference to your learning needs but how well your peers performed that year. Consider also the impact on self image of being ‘gifted’ one day and not the next. The anecdotal evidence from some of those whose self image is challenged in a university after shining school careers demonstrate the appalling price that some pay.
Finally this statistical approach describes children’s exceptional ability in terms of precocity, but in the adult world exceptional ability is understood in terms of the contribution made to society’s thinking or functioning (Gardner (1995) for example makes this point). The skills, attitudes and attributes of an adult, able and willing to make an exceptional contribution to society in particular areas of endeavour, whether that is intellectual, technological, entrepreneurial, performing arts etc are not necessarily the same as those required to gain high grades in school. The result is we can spend a lot of time enhancing performance in redundant, or even conflicting, areas of skill and attitudes. 

I think this quote from a South Australian education department website encapsulates it really well. 
'We need a metamorphosis of education - from the cocoon a butterfly should emerge. Improvement does not give us a butterfly only a faster caterpillar.' Banathy, B.H., 1996 Systemic Change: Touchstones for the Future School ed. P. Jenlink

With this in mind an alternative to the statistical approach to understanding high ability is offered by a second line of thinking.
· High and exceptional ability is not seen as describing a person but is understood in terms of behaviours, attributes, attitudes, understandings and skills, which relate to successful ‘life long’ learning, and the possibility of making a significant contribution to society. They are developed and displayed by the learner with support of educators through a variety of opportunities. All learners have the potential to reach those heights in at least one area of ability given sufficient time, commitment and focused engagement, and skilful teaching.
The learner is seen as the prime mover; the identification of their high abilities, inclinations, dispositions and enthusiasms is by the learner with support. The process requires the learner to continually rebuild a picture drawn from past, present and future. Part of the process of identification by the learner is through active involvement in the ongoing process of reflecting on their current and prior experiences, and engagement and responses to differentiated learning opportunities. The other part of the process of identification by the learner is through constructing personal pathways for exploration and development of themselves. Teachers and mentors contribute to the learners progress through developing, with the learner, their understanding of what support and educational provision is needed for the learner to build the informed aspirations, confidence and competences they need for exceptional performance in adult life.

The advantage of this line of thinking; identification through provision by and with the learner, is that the learner is focussed on exploring aptitudes, interests and abilities which are directly related to their needs as life long learners with no artificial, preordained ceiling. The learner is actively engaged in developing an understanding of themselves and their own learning, and the continual redevelopment of a personalised learning plan to carry them to the realisation of their evolving ambitions. The teacher’s role is not simply as instructor and conduit for information, but as collaborator, facilitator, reflector and a person who orchestrates the learning experiences and environments with and for the learner.
Rosenthal (1968) showed many years ago that the constructs teachers have about high ability and the ‘potential’ of their pupils’ impacts on the performance of their pupils. Self fulfilling prophecies are a well known phenomenon and the impact of labels was well explored in the 1970s. Similarly for the learner: ‘Argue for your limitations, and sure enough they're yours.’ - Richard Bach, ‘If you think you can, or you think you can’t… you are probably right’ - Henry Ford. If educators and learners act on the premise that all learners may have the ability to perform exceptionally it sets the scene for positive expectations which impact on both learner and teacher. (If prophecies have a tendency to be self fulfilling should educators not be especially cautious before throwing the runes to exclude 90% of the population from the gifted and talented register or the 98% not deemed to be ‘exceptional’?)
High and exceptional ability
So what of the nature v nurture debate? Are all children gifted and talented? Are they all capable of exhibiting high ability behaviors? Is this a fruitful discussion for educators anyway?

Maybe Shakespeare’s famous quote gives food for thought. ‘Some men are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them’
Born Great

Think about the big and the bold, the rich and the famous. Some seem to have ‘it’ from the start and ‘it’ is recognised by all and sundry practically from the moment of emergence from the womb. They are those happy bands, who hit the ground running and who never look back. In their youth they were described as prodigies; that is to say they were precocious, performing as the average child many years their senior. Even amongst the most extraordinary they were exceptional. However, bare in mind that exceptionality, whatever form that might take, is not necessarily appreciated at the time, and indeed may well meet with hostility rather than applause and appreciation. We can never know how many early sparks of genius are starved of oxygen or are actively snuffed out. The other end, of course, is the spark that is fanned, fed and forced to the extent that it burns out early. Either way what chance has the precocious child of maturing into a happy, productive adult? The tortured genius: a character of fiction or fact?

Currently we are charged with identifying the ‘gifted and talented’ and providing a different specified programme of study for them. The line of thinking is of ‘those that are born great’. Find that child who is different to the majority of other children in a limited sphere and, for unidentified reasons, do something different with them than you would do with other learners. What is the pedagogical model? What theoretical or evidential basis is there for such an approach? When teased out what there is appears to stem from correlations being construed as causes.
Achieve greatness

Many more people appear to achieve greatness. With hindsight we think we can see the dawning of the spark, the growth and fruition of their talents. But then hindsight is a most exact science and a good example of ‘when you know what you are looking for it is amazing what you see’.
The work of family, friends, acquaintances, mentors, teachers and coaches is often overlooked. Yet the probability of the heights being achieved is considerably enhanced by the quality of others who can nurture, challenge and channel the learner in their quest.

During the early years those in close proximity may have been blissfully unaware of the burning light hidden beneath the bushel of youth.  
Forgotten the years of effort, frustration, dead-ends and false starts. ‘A genius! For thirty-seven years I’ve practiced fourteen hours a day and now they call me a genius!’ The cry from the heart of violinist Pablo Sarasate sums it up. No matter what your view of the nature of intelligence and its’ source, it will come to nothing without hard work on behalf of the learner as exemplified by the work of psychologists such as Joan Freeman and Jo Renzulli.
The second ingredient which is often forgotten is the opportunities to explore and develop: the effect of being in the right place at the right time with the right attitude and frame of mind to identify and build an exceptional ability. The role of the educator in that case is to teach the learner to prepare for the opportunity and to enable them to identify and create opportunities for themselves. 
A thought: if luck is ‘being prepared when opportunity presents’ perhaps we need to develop an approach as educators to producing more ‘lucky’ people. ‘I’ve noticed that the harder I practise, the luckier I get’ is a sentiment expressed by high achievers in many different fields, for instance Thomas Jefferson (American politician) and Gary Player (South African golfer), and Renzulli’s model of giftedness (1997), which includes task commitment, give clues to other attitudes or dispositions needed by the exceptionally ‘lucky’. An interesting challenge would be to translate that into a performance indicator, but hopefully this would not lead us to registers and specialist schools for the exceptionally lucky.
Greatness thrust upon them

And what of those that do not ‘bloom’ until a moment demands and ability suddenly appears to emerge or is recognised as exceptional? We are well familiar with the phrase ‘the moment maketh the man’ or ‘needs must as the devil drives’. Would we remember Churchill without the Second World War? What are we capable of when circumstances demand? What is it about the intersection of the situation and the person that draws forth a response beyond previous expectations? Sometimes the outcome can be a surprise to everyone including the learner. Have you ever had the thought ‘I never knew I could do that!’? Can you think of a time you have seen a child placed in a situation that you thought was way beyond them, been amazed by their response and then looked with new eyes at them as a learner? Can we develop an attitude, aptitude or ability that enables us to recognise, seek or construe those moments that will take us into another dimension, not incrementally but appearing as a quantum leap? Perhaps seeking an answer to those questions may help us as educators understand better how we can help a young person be open to, and be capable of rising to, challenges and searching for their own provocations?  
A thought: what would happen if we had three registers rather than one for exceptional ability? One register for those where greatness has been spotted, one for those whose greatness is under construction and one for those that have yet to have greatness thrust upon them. Who would do the registering? Would it be negotiated and triangulated between a learner, a peer and the educator? What is more the register you were on would have to change to reflect your needs and learning journey.
High and exceptional ability – an educationalist stance

In this paper I intend to build a case for educators moving from an idea of ‘who’ is exceptionally able, to an idea of ‘what’ constitutes high ability performance. Barry Hymer (2003) put it most eloquently: ‘Giftedness is not a statement of being.  At its best, it’s a description of what one can do – not an explanation of what one is.’ This presents us with an active, organic view of high ability that we as educators can directly impact on and presents a view of success and failure which relates to the performance not the performer. A number of writers such as Dweck (2000) have commented on the result of the learners attributing success or failure to their ability rather than motivation or effort. Those who use the script ‘I can fail or succeed at this – and learn from the experience’ show more persistence and task commitment compared to those who use the script ‘I am a failure or success’. In the light of work by Freeman (1996) who comments on the amount of work required for exceptional performance and Renzulli’s (1997) model of high ability which attributes success at least in part to task commitment that is not surprising.
Moving towards an understanding of high ability as something we should be striving towards with all our pupils is in keeping with changes in the demands of schooling made in the last couple of decades as demonstrated by Gipps’ comment in 1994. She said then ‘The call is for schools to provide educational programmes that enable pupils to reason and think, not just to perform routine operations. This move, to require thinking and problem-solving programmes for all students rather than just for the elite or high achieving students, is new: the higher-order skills of interpreting unfamiliar texts, constructing convincing arguments, developing approaches to problems etc have been in the British and American systems,  reserved for the elite’. This view has further advocates in the new millennium. For instance, Shayer and Adey and (2002) say, ‘We are convinced that some 80% of the school population currently perform academically well below their potential, yet by means of suitable intervention virtually all can function at levels where presently only the top 20% lie.’
‘Everyone has an aptitude for something. The trick is to recognize it, to honor it, to work with it.’ Shekerjian (1991)
What if we take Shekerjian’s quote as our imperative? The search is on, not for a person, but for those attributes, skills, abilities, behaviors etc that hallmark aptitude and high ability performance. Who needs to do the searching, recognizing, honoring and work? The teacher and mentor certainly, but with an ever present understanding that the intention is for the young person to be equipped to take control, with informed aspirations and the confidence and competence to pursue them and so be capable of shaping their destiny themselves by eventually doing the searching, recognizing, honoring and work independently.

High attainment, achievement, ability; what are we talking about?
High attainment 

‘Attainments’, in the educational world, is a term usually used to describe curriculum related measures, particularly tests results or qualifications.  These scores are taken as measuring something important, they are seen as essential precursors to admission to further learning and it is presumed that there is predictive association between early and later scores, which may not necessarily be in the same discipline or domain. They are also seen as having a worth in their own right, it is assumed that they mirror high ability and can be used to validate intervention. A tall order for a humble ‘score’ but the value we place on what is measured and its impact is not to be underrated. Since the days of Pythagoras, if not before, numbers have been seen as having mystical properties. I am not sure things have changed.
There is considerable pressure through the assessment of the curriculum to teach content rather than higher order skills. It is rather ironic that is the most inefficient way of raising attainments. This has been recognized for many years even by government inspired inquiries. For instance Gipps (’94 ) quotes the New Zealand report Assessment for Better Learning (1989) ‘which has it that assessment should be directed at higher order skills: such as understanding principles, applying knowledge and skills to new tasks and investigating, analyzing, and discussing complex issues and problems, because such skills and understanding will generally prove of more enduring value and greater versatility and form the basis for further learning and appropriate interpretation of factual information.’ Gipps goes on to give a very good account as to the drive and negative impact of ‘measurement-driven instruction’. This was written ten years ago and yet is still apposite now.
High achievement

Achievement is a social construct with roots in life beyond school. High achievement could therefore be viewed as one of the ultimate goals of schooling and education and should therefore provide one of the success criteria by which schools could be judged. However the difficulty is that a person may not achieve until they reach their twilight years and achievement may not be recognized until years beyond the grave, as exemplified by the number of artists who are only appreciated fully when dead.  So, using high achievement to mark the success or otherwise of schooling or education does bring its problems. Nonetheless high achievement is what we strive to equip and prepare children for. 
One of the difficulties faced by educators with this long term aim in mind is the focus of the establishment on short term goals and attainments, which may be counter productive to long term high achievement. Exams require good surface and strategic learning, short term commitment, and compliance. High achievement requires deep and profound learning (as often referred to by Prof John West-Burnham and others), personal commitment and sometime rebellion.
That is not to say that knowledge, information, and a good memory are not important but most literature on ‘master learning’ would suggest that such activity should be used to exemplify higher order learning and the ‘big ideas’. Unfortunately we usually teach the ‘bits’ and abandon generalization and adaptation to chance, leaving the odd inspirational moment to bridge the gaps. The result of this approach is all around us from the youngest to the oldest in our schooling system. Some young people become so blinkered that they do not think to use the skills they are very proficient with in one subject to meet the demands in another. I was given a good example of this when talking to the Art teacher in a secondary school who was horrified when she saw what her excellent art students did in their French lessons when illustrating vocabulary. A Sports teacher and Science teacher were covering similar content but the two did not see the importance of working together to ‘deliver’ that part of the curriculum they had in common and were surprised that their students did not make the link between the subjects. As a consequence they doubled their work and their students had to remember the same disconnected information twice.
The problem is not that we can not teach, but rather perversely we are rather good at it and children do learn what we teach them, so we had better be very sure that what we are teaching is what we really want them to learn. Teaching children to walk will result in good walkers but not necessarily good runners. If the focus of our aspirations is to teach children to write grammatical, well spelt and legible prose then they will probably learn to do just that. However, if we want children to become creative, inspirational writers, capable of communicating effectively (through grammatical, well spelt and legible prose) we need to change our focus from the start otherwise we will get a nation of good spellers but few good writers and those we get will have learnt more by accident than design. 
If we are to prepare our learners for high achievement surely the curriculum and our goals should exemplify enquiry in the various disciplines, and all learning in school and beyond should exemplify successful learning per se. Otherwise we will waste our children’s time, they will be ill equipped for high achievement and many will drop out before they are allowed to start on the path towards high achievement.

How successful are different pedagogies in enabling our learners to become high or exceptional achievers, rather than simply producing young people with high attainments? The clarification and evaluation of high achievement is much more problematic than high attainment but not insurmountable. However, by definition the study would take us well beyond statutory school age and we want to see if we are going in the right direction during the learning journey, preferably at points when we as educators are most directly influential. This then takes us to looking at high ability.
High ability

‘High ability’ is often used to imply an underlying potential which may or may not be realized. However, we only know what we are capable of when we have some form of evidence; in other words when ‘potential’ is realized. The basis for most sampling is that of identifying correlates of high performance and making the assumption that the correlates are causal, and predictive; IQ subtests being one example. This leads to the concept of underachievement, unfulfilled potential, early identification, predictions of attainment and predestined career paths. It does not seem to lead to the challenge of the original concept. If a child has an IQ of 160 when 8 years old but subsequently gives no expression to an exceptional ability in outstanding achievement (a socially constructed outcome) it is usually concluded that something in the system failed that person, or there is something about the person that is not up to scratch. We do not usually conclude that the tests provided no useful information about that learner or their pathway or even their destination.
Interestingly IQs are rarely used to contribute to the evaluation of the impact of teaching, intervention or the application of different pedagogies although the claim is they sample important underlying aspects of higher order learning. If the abilities that IQs attempt to tap are important then it would be very useful to identify interventions that raise IQ. There are examples of how this can be fruitful for instance Perkins (1995) commenting on the impact of ‘Philosophy for Children referred to research that showed students subsequently performed better in reading and mathematics as well as in more general tests of reasoning’.
Another approach to identifying the elusive potential has been through the development of checklists. Many writers have developed checklists which purport to help us identify the exceptional student whether or not they are attaining or achieving. As Freeman (1998) points out few are research based, but none-the-less they are widely used. The checklist by Szabos is one example which is well publicized through the web. 
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Janice Szabos, Bright Child and Gifted Learner checklists: Challenge Magazine Tennessee Association for the Gifted

Janice Szabos’ list is quite popular but I will leave it to the reader to hypothesize why that should be. It is interesting to look at the checklist with the intention of understanding more about ‘what’ high ability in action looks like, rather than finding ‘who’ is highly able. A few questions that came to mind when I looked at these lists were, ‘what skills do we predominantly teach?’, ‘what attitudes do we nurture?’ and ‘what is most valued in school?’ There appear to me implied cultural values and which student you find, or actively seek, may reflect as much your preference for compliant students or those with a more ‘alternative take on things’, as anything else. This would be in keeping with the notion of high achievement being a social construct, or put colloquially; my gifted learner may be your pain in the neck. 

Another point of interest is the implication that high ability is effortless which is in direct contrast to Renzulli (1997) and again Freeman (1995) both of whom emphasize the relationship between task commitment, hard work and high achievement. Or put succinctly by Thomas Edison, oft quoted, ‘genius is 99% perspiration and 1% inspiration’

If you consider some of the emotional hallmarks of successful independent learners; a passion for learning, a commitment to the enquiry, the intensity comes through in the Szabos’s list for ‘gifted’ rather than ‘bright’ learners. For me the ‘bright’ learners seem to be those who are involved and the ‘gifted’ as those who are committed. The distinction is rather nicely illustrated by the joke about the relationship of the chicken and the pig to an egg and bacon breakfast; the chicken is involved and the pig is committed. The need to support and nurture the emotional and personal development of the individual is recognised through the work of writers such as Goleman (1996) on Emotional Intelligence and Claxton (2002) on Building Learning Power.
Finally, consider the learning behaviors the ‘gifted learner’ is said to display, for instance, asks questions, constructs abstractions, discusses in detail and elaborates, manipulates information and compare them with the dispositions and skills that the ‘Thinking’ movement teach as exemplified by the work of Fisher (1995) and Lipman (1992). These are all skills which can be taught to all children and which can be seen to underpin high achievement rather than simply high attainment. Interestingly a number of studies, such as those on CASE (Cognitive Acceleration Through Science Education), find improvement in a wide variety of attainments when ‘Thinking’ is taught.

What would it look like if we took such checklists, not to identify children who had incidentally acquired these skills, attitudes, dispositions etc but to direct the development of ‘high ability’ learning environments and evaluate our success? However we should be clear that the attitudes are ones we have some evidence are supportive to success and as has been illustrated above this is not the case with all the features in this particular checklist.
‘High ability in action’
Why consider high ability in action?

Attainments are by definition easily described and measured but carry with them all the problems of ‘objective based teaching’ which usually resolves into ‘teaching to objectives’. Rather than being seen as one, amongst many, useful signposts along a learning journey, they gain a value in their own right, educators then teach to the tests and the results are used to judge a school’s effectiveness and to punctuate a student’s career, often with full stops, occasionally with exclamation marks but rarely with commas, question marks or apostrophes. Gipps (1994) gives an excellent account of this process. 
Achievement, as has been argued above, is too distant to be used as a measure to judge different pedagogies. 

Developing a shared understanding of key features of ‘high ability in action’, drawing on what we know of the hallmarks of successful learning and of exceptional achievement, could provide a basis for measurement or capturing evidence of progress which would:

· be useful to the learner:

· as signposts of their progress along their (life long)learning journeys 

· contributing to their decisions about which paths to take to further inform their aspirations, and enable them to gain the confidence and competence to pursue them

· be useful to the educator:

· to select and target their interventions and developments for the individual or groups
· contributing to benchmarks for evaluating different pedagogical approaches in a manner which will inform further development
· be useful to politicians:

· providing an accountability by those within the education system for the allocation of funds and the success of their enterprise

· be useful to society, including employers:
· providing examples of mastery in areas of direct relevance to high achievement in life and gainful employment. Ron Dearing wrote in the report on post-sixteen qualifications published March 1996, ‘It is apparent that the jobs of the future will demand more skill and a greater ability to innovate, think, apply and analyse knowledge and work in teams than ever before’ (p24) 
In the words of Yogi Berra, “you got to be careful if you don't know where you're going, because you might not get there."  Having a clearer understanding as to what we mean by ‘high ability in action’ may provide one of the touch stones that can take us someway to moving from the safe, yet arid land of raising attainments for a few, to the more elusive, but fertile fields, of high achievement from all.
What is ‘high ability in action’?
Those who have become high achievers share many qualities. If we intend all our learners to have the potential to demonstrate high achievement then it would make sense if we had those qualities as a focus for our reflections and actions as learners and educators. As I pointed out before, there is a very strong probability of getting what you want, unfortunately that does not mean you want what you get, so clearly articulating goals is crucial even though difficult and open to controversy.

The reader may prefer to use the work of acknowledged experts in the field such as Sternberg (2000) but as the delight and the challenge of psychology is never having a single right answer to any question I hope that sharing my lines of thought may be of use to the reader who is constructing their own answers. It is what we believe, and our constructs, rather than what we are told, that drives our practice. 

To move from theory to practice requires a framework that: 

a. is simple in presentation but capable of complexity in execution

b. has high face validity and support from the literature and research
c. supports learners and educators whether as individuals, groups or institutions, in developing insights into their learning journeys and prompt informed action
d. allows educators to value, critically challenge and build their practice 

e. reflects (my) core beliefs (only the learner can do the learning, learning is an active process, we should ‘walk the talk’,...)
Those who demonstrate high or exceptional achievement share a number of characteristics, irrespective of the field. They:

· are full of ideas

· are able to reflect and ‘Think’ constructively about their own learning and their area of enquiry
· have informed aspirations with the

· passion,

· confidence and

· competences to pursue them

The competencies demonstrated are summarized in Fig (1).
Figure 1 ‘High ability in action’ competencies 
No one feature is more important than another and each is interrelated and interdependent.
[image: image4.jpg]



Makes links between the apparently unrelated

“My genius is…seeing the connection between two apparently unrelated things in an effective way.” Stephen J Gould quoted by Denise Shekerjian (1991)
Consider some of the inventions or developments which have made an impact on our world to a greater or lesser extent; for instance, the lawn mower. The inventor looks at the challenge of the swathes of grass in front of the grand houses whose master required them to be kept in trim, and at the same time his thoughts dwell on the napping machines in the local cloth mills. Suddenly the link was made which provided millions of earnest British householders with Sunday exercise and neat green front gardens. Similarly think of the genius of the person who identified the properties of ‘super glue’ as an asset not the nuisance the inadvertent inventor saw. Whatever the domain or discipline; business, creative writing, astronomy as examples, the ‘product’ may eventually lay, the ability to make new connections are essential. 
If learners are to be able to make links they need a broad, diverse, and extensive education to equip them with the information, knowledge, experience, and ideas which is the grist to that creative mill. Learners also need the skills and experience of making links, and consideration needs to be given as to what those skills and experiences are and how to nurture and teach them.  

Does things differently
‘The principal goal of education is to create men and women who are capable of doing new things, not simply repeating what other generations have done.’ (Piaget)
Simply being good at doing things as they have been done may demonstrate good rote learning but the only time that is sufficient is in school. Most exam systems measure surface learning and too much creativity can damage your results.
That is not to say that a good memory and an ability to analyse and summarise are not important but ‘high ability in action’ requires more. You expect to see that leap of imagination, that difficult to describe spark that is sometimes referred to as creativity, inventiveness, inspiration. 
De Bono, Claxton, Sternberg and others argue that ‘creativity’ can be taught, and like other skills and attitudes, creativity has to be nurtured and provided with the opportunity for growth and development.
Haring et al (1978), put adaptation as the highest level in their hierarchy of skill acquisition and advised using problems to solve and simulations as teaching tools. ‘Doing things differently’ is not confined to conceptual output or performance, or redesigning skills or products to fit a new purpose. The way you look at a problem may be different as described by Adey (2002 ) when he emphasizes the importance of learning to look at a problem from different angles. 
Goes beyond the given

Those who demonstrate ‘high ability in action’ do not rely on what is presented or given. If they do not have the information to hand, they seek it out. If they do not have the skills they learn them or find someone who has them. If they do not have the tools, they invent them. They do not allow hurdles to become barriers. When developing an educational context we need to keep this in mind and equip the learner with the skills and attitudes in a manner consistent with our long term aim. As Claxton (2002) would say ‘spoon feeding does not develop thinking muscles’. Independent learning does not mean that learners have to act in solitary glory but we too often rely on adults to mediate the learning experience which creates a culture of dependency and learnt helplessness, rather than having the adult in the role of enquiry collaborator. The challenge to educators is how to provide the scaffolding, instruction and support in a way that enables the learner to behave independently; developing research skills, creatively finding ways of accessing the inaccessible, venturing cognitively, emotionally socially, physically into the ‘scary’ places of learning… 
Searches for and constructs meaning

‘High ability in action’ is not passive. It is an active, challenging process requiring sophisticated analysis and synthesis. It is also about not just accepting received wisdom but questioning and looking with different eyes to make sense of a developing world. These skills need to be modeled, to be taught, scaffolded and practiced. It is a cognitive process irrespective of the field. A musician, artist or athlete searches for and constructs meaning as much as a philosopher, mathematician or psychologist. It is the active cognitive engagement with an event that turns it into an experience and forms the building blocks for future enquiry and language mediates this engagement. For example Vygotsky (ed. 1978) postulated that the construction of knowledge and understanding is pre-eminently a social process and the learner constructs a vocabulary and language for their area of ability with language as a tool of thought. The construction of language is a social activity and Mercer (1995) has provided seminal work on the development of language in the classroom with demonstrable impact on performance. 
We understand the essential place that oral language has in the development of meaning but are there other ‘languages’ that learners need to be fluent in? There is work on ‘visual literacy’ but what about other ways of representing and understanding or is that part of Gardners multiple intelligences? If there are, then learners need to be equipped with a variety of tools to search for and construct meaning.
Asks ‘good’ questions and searches for their answers
The biggest problem in breaking new ground is not finding the answer, it is asking the right question and even more fundamentally knowing there is a question to ask. ‘Seek and you shall find’ means that you have to know there is something to look for in the first place. So, what constitutes a ‘good’ question? A ‘good’ question in this sense is one that can lead you along a path of potentially productive enquiry; that is not to say that the path may not become a blind alley. Are there features of ‘good questions’ that are common to mathematicians, artists, scientists, writers…? What distinguishes a ‘good question’ from other questions? It may not be an answer that is sought but a better understanding of the process of productive enquiry and how to equip our younger learners to engage in asking good questions in the area of their choosing whatever that might be: science, sport, art…
Has this implications for the classroom? Wragg (2001) and Kerry (1998) are known for their work on questioning in the classroom and ‘Philosophy for Children’ based on Lipman’s (1992) work has demonstrable impact on the way children perform in a variety of areas of the curriculum.

Interacts meaningfully and successfully with society

Achievement and ability can only be understood within a social framework. Those who demonstrate high, exceptional ability or even genius are only recognized by their contribution to society. A lot of people probably did understand that the earth is not the 
centre of the universe well before Galileo but did not get to a position, or even live, to make their mark in the western world. Many are the unsung artists consumed by their work. How many inventions lie in the dust of time because of the inventors’ lack of awareness of what was important in society or an inability to access the people, money or materials to bring them to fruition? A person must therefore understand what is meaningful and important within their society and the subtleties of meaningful and successful interaction.
The society a person interacts with can be ‘up close and personal’ but for high ability to be seen in action the person must look beyond their local peers or neighborhood to the wider world, not only for inspiration but also for impact, whatever the domain. The ‘society’ may also be represented by the domain
Contributes and benefits from the learning of others
No matter the level or the domain no one acts in isolation. Even Newton said he stood on the shoulders of others. Individuals, no matter how amazing, build on what has gone before and in turn contribute to the progress of others. Having and knowing how to develop the language, skills, knowledge, understanding, and insights related to a domain or discipline is an essential underpinning to high performance.
Collaborative learning, communities of enquiry, and learning networks are current examples of practice which acknowledges the need for, not only skills which can be explicitly learnt and taught, but also for cultural expectations of co-operation rather than competition and the cult of the individual. 
Contributing to the learning of others is not only an expression of an individual’s social responsibility it also contributes to a deeper understanding by that individual.

Makes personal choices & pursues personal passions through ‘enquiry’
High ability in action requires a focus which enables the individual to harness their energies to greatest effect. Sometimes this means having the courage to make personal choices and follow a road which is not mainstream and conventional. Sometimes it requires risk taking, being willing to go out on a limb, to follow an individual path. 
It is a difficult, and often stressful, balancing act to be open minded to the views, opinions, and arguments of others, while being closed and focused enough to invest the time, energy and independent thought to ascend the heights. The correctness of decisions is not always seen in the short term and it is not uncommon for a persons work to only be fully appreciated when they are no longer around. Take as examples just two of the influential thinkers impacting on education at the moment: Vygotsky  died a young man in the 1930s, Bloom developed his taxonomy in the 1950’s and has enjoyed periodic renaissance in the 70s , the 90s and again in the dawn of the 21st century. 

An ability to externalize the ‘problem’ and then to explore it critically is a common feature of ‘master learners’. The work of Sheyer and Adey (2002) illustrates well how this can be encompassed in an educational approach. A confidence that enables the enquirer to take risks, a sense of ones own worth, a passion to realize progress in the area of chosen exploration, a resilience to take the knocks that come are just some of the personal qualities that as educators we would be nurturing but for ‘authentic’ learning we would have to provoke the learner to explore and develop interests and provide the opportunity for the enquirer to explore an area of personal choice.

Making personal choices requires skills as well as personal qualities some of which are general, such as research, metacognition, creativity, analytic thinking, some are specific to the enquiry. 
A framework – Towards exceptional achievement of all
Figure 2 A framework - Towards Exceptional Achievement of All
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Describing high ability learners as those learners who:

· are full of ideas

· are able to reflect and ‘Think’ constructively

· have informed aspirations with the

· passion,

· confidence and

· competence to pursue them

With competencies summarized as:

· Makes links between the apparently unrelated

· Does things differently

· Goes beyond the given

· Searches for and constructs meaning

· Asks ‘good’ questions and searches for their answers

· Interacts meaningfully and successfully with society

· Contributes and benefits from the learning of others

· Makes personal choices & pursues personal passions through ‘enquiry’

Provides a basis for learners and educators to note progress, reflect on experiences and chart courses of action. Educators can use these as the basis for selecting, developing and evaluating approaches and strategies but also need to understand their own belief system and constructs and how these impact on their decisions.
The description of high ability learners and their competencies can provide the basis for developing learning opportunities to promote the inspiration, aspiration and perspiration necessary for high achievement.  Renzulli (1997) presents a deceptively simple framework of three types of learning opportunities in his school wide enrichment model; (type 1) the  opportunities for playful learning, the broadening experiences which feed curiosity…, (type 2) those with planned learning outcomes …., (type 3) opportunities to behave as an expert pursuing an enquiry of personal interest, with a valued outcome, within a time frame and in a disciplined manner (which is elegantly captured by Belle Wallace’s TASC (Thinking Actively in a Social Context) wheel).

The framework must also take account of the understanding that learning happens in a personal and social context, that learners respond to role models exemplifying the characteristics and competencies of high ability learning and that such learning needs to be overtly valued, which includes developing approaches that can capture and measure change; we value what we measure and measurement can help the learner and educator reflect on the direction and nature of change.

Summary and Conclusion
The current approach of using a statistical description of high ability is limiting and can have significant negative impact on learners and educators. A framework which is based on the premise that all learners may have the potential for high achievement opens the door on opportunity and in the words of Sun Tzu ‘opportunities multiply as they are seized’.

Attainment only captures a small aspect of performance which may or may not contribute to an individual’s achievements. High achievement, while representing one of the long-term imperatives of education, is too distant to inform the immediate actions of learners or educators. Ability, implying potential, is only validated when fulfilled. This leaves the problem of developing markers that can be useful to learners and educators in their quest for successful learning journeys with all individuals being enabled to make substantial contributions to society and experiencing a sense of personal fulfillment.

My proposition is that learners and educators should:

· Work from the premise that all learners are capable of what is currently described as exceptional performance. That is not to say that all have the same interests, facility, or ease of progression, in all domains or disciplines.

· Explore and develop strategies and approaches to building a learning environment that equips all for high achievement in society rather than a minority with high attainments in school.

· Acknowledge that provision and identification (rather than identification and provision), or intervention and assessment (rather than assessment and intervention), are inextricably linked, and recognize that it is the learner who should be enabled to do the identification and assessment as an ongoing process tempered by their experiences.

· Be trying to understand high and exceptional ability in action (the ‘what’ not the ‘who’) and what supports its development and diverse expression

· Try to understand their own belief systems and how they impact on the decisions they make

Unless we are willing to challenge our belief systems, continually ask and re-ask fundamental questions, and are prepared to explore new lines of enquiry then we will continue to arrive at the same answers. 
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A Gifted Learner:


Asks the questions


Is highly curious


Is mentally and physically involved


Has wild, silly ideas 


Plays around, yet tests well


Discusses in detail, elaborates


Beyond the group


Shows strong feeling and opinions


Already knows


1-2 repetitions for mastery


Constructs abstractions


Prefers adults


Draws inferences


Initiates projects


Is intense


Creates a new design


Enjoys learning


Manipulates information


Inventor


Good guesser


Thrives on complexity


Is keenly observant


Is highly self-critical





A Bright Child:


Knows the answers


Is interested


Is attentive


Has good ideas


Works hard


Answers the questions


Top group


Listens with interest


Learns with ease


6-8 repetitions for mastery


Understands ideas


Enjoys peers


Grasps the meaning


Completes assignments


Is receptive


Copies accurately


Enjoys school


Absorbs information


Technician


Good memorizer


Enjoys sequential presentation


Is alert


Is pleased with own learning





























High ability learner:-





full of ideas, 


able to reflect and ‘Think’ constructively about own learning and their area of enquiry, 


with informed aspirations and


the passion, 


confidence and 


competence to pursue them








                 Learning opportunities (Renzulli)
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�  Footnote - It is difficult to use language consistently and logically. High, exceptional, extraordinary all are understood by reference to the normal, the average, the ordinary. Einstein’s ability in mathematics or Renoir’s artistic ability is only understood as exceptional because there are very few who perform as they did at that time. What if we could enable a very large number of people to perform in such a fashion? How would we then describe Einstein’s and Renoir’s ability? When I use terms such as extraordinary and exceptional throughout this paper I am not meaning to imply that they can only be aspired to by the few but I lack the words which would enable me to briefly capture this type of performance in any other way. Maybe the lack of words says as much about the myopic view we have of human potential as it does about my limited vocabulary. 
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