What am I learning about learners and learning as I begin to develop an inclusive approach to making provision for children who are gifted and talented at Swainswick School in response to national initiatives and expectations.
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Introduction

In this account I want to explore my understanding of how children engage with  educational learning and how I can make the best possible provision for the children in Swainswick School to develop their talents, and use them as gifts for the community.

I want to explore the DSCF definitions of Gifted and Talented, and offer my own current thinking in relation to a personalised learning approach.

I want to clarify and develop my own understanding of gifted and talented education in the light of national initiatives to carry out my responsibilities for personalised learning as a leading teacher for Gifted  and Talented education.

I want to outline what I’m learning as I work to develop a personalised learning approach which will make provision for all learners to develop their talents. 

I want to acknowledge aspects of the learning theories which underpin my understandings of personalised learning.

Our mandate as educators?

In the introduction to the Bath and North East Somerset School Improvement and Achievement Policy (2005), Ashley Ayre, the Strategic Director of Children’s Services outlines the vision statement:

“We want all Children and Young People to do better in life than they ever thought they could. We will give children and young people the help that they need to do this” 

This is an awesome responsibility for all professionals within B&NES who have any sort of responsibility for the care and well being for children and young people. It is also a clear mandate of our purpose as educators, which is to enable and empower learners to engage in learning.  It is part of my responsibility as an educator to work out how I can best fulfil that mandate in the light of national initiatives and the local responses to them, at the same time holding on to my continually emerging understandings of my role as an educator working within that system.

National initiatives constantly change, but there is a growing need in me to hold fast to what I really believe to be true about enabling children to engage fully in learning, and not to limit them.

I need to be clear from the outset, that I feel very strongly that the identification and classification of children as gifted and/or talented will completely undermine what the local authority are striving to achieve as outlined in their vision statement. It also violates my own deeply held educational principles about enabling and including learners, something of which is clearly encapsulated for me in the words of Hymer 

“What drives us in our society to pin children to their measured competencies, like so many dried and mounted butterflies?  Let’s enjoy their colours, not measure them.  Let’s not pin them down – let’s watch them in flight. (Barry Hymer personal email 11th Feb 2007)

 National Initiatives

 The Gifted and Talented Education Leading Teacher: course file and handbook outlines in its introduction its aim:

‘to encourage schools to take a more strategic approach to identifying their gifted and talented pupils, to improve gifted and talented education in schools and settings and so improve the attainment, aspirations, motivation and self esteem of gifted and talented pupils, especially those who are underachieving. (p.9)

The purpose for providing the training materials is to communicate the expectation that schools will, ‘identify leading teachers for gifted and talented (who) have been given guidance on the role and associated responsibilities.’(p 10) Local authorities are challenged to get every school involved and recommend that school improvement partners ‘may want to look particularly closely at the progress made by gifted and talented learners in schools that do not have access to a trained leading teacher’(p 10)
How to recognise children who are considered to be ‘gifted and talented’

 The DCSF advises:

‘Many schools now use the Excellence in Cities definitions of these words. The gifted are those with high ability in one or more academic subject, and the talented are those with high ability in sport, music, visual arts and/or performing arts. Schools are encouraged to identify the top 5-10% of each year group as gifted or talented, regardless of the general level of ability within the school. Some schools prefer to use benchmarks to identify their gifted pupils.

Children may also have abilities, such as advanced social skills and leadership qualities that fall outside the given definitions. These should also be recognised and provided for.’ (Downloaded from Teachernet website 31st Dec 2007 http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/
Although the inclusion of references to ‘qualities that fall outside the given definitions’ this recognizes Gardner’s (1993) work on multiple intelligences in its clear acknowledgement that ‘abilities’ cannot always be categorized so conveniently. It will be interesting to see whether national policy will be able to make the necessary adaptation to the fact that Gardner’s categorisations are dynamic ones, and that he himself continues to push his own boundaries in exploring further intelligence possibilities. 

There has been a great deal of discussion for many years in some educational circles about how able children can be identified, The DfES, now the DCSF, have produced a list on The Standards Site which will be helpful in identifying children who are considered to be able. ( Appendix One )

Although it is clear from the list that these characteristics are to be ‘indicative and not definitive’ there is a danger of considering talents and abilities as a fixed entity rather than incremental. The idea that abilities are innate in some people, and therefore cannot be evidenced in others at any stage, is a strong and insidious influence. John White is very clear in his rejection of the idea of predisposed or predestined aptitudes and abilities, making a clear link to the way in which many of the learning theories which have influenced much of current educational policy have been powerfully influenced by Puritan theology rooted in the sixteenth century.

"While contemporary notions of intelligence, including the educationally very

popular theory of 'multiple intelligences', referred to above, yield little if any

positive evidence for this, the British government's current 'Gifted and Talented'

initiative has features in common with the eugenics programmes of Galton,

Terman and Burt and may share, to some extent, in their ancestry." (White, 2006, p. 5)

The empowering approach of working with the philosophy of gift creation rather than gift identification

Whilst such a list might inform the discussion about gift identification, what is more important is what provision you make for a child you identify. As Hymer  reflects 

‘All children/people are talented. Our responsibility as educators is to create relationships and environments where all learners can develop their talents, and find out what they are. The environment should be rich in opportunities for talent creation rather than identification’. (Hymer and Michel, 2002)

 The distinction in emphasis between gift creation and gift identification is crucial, because it determines the attitude and subsequent approach to learners. It will mean the difference between a talent rich community where all the learners are constantly discovering new things about their own abilities, and their own ability to constantly learn and develop, and a very stagnant pool of mediocre expectation for the majority resulting in disengaged learners carrying little responsibility for their own learning. These lessons learned in primary school will lay down foundations for future learning which will be very hard to shake off.

 As responsible educators we must take great care about the messages we give to the learners we work with, and never underestimate the influence we have.

Before we travel too far down the path of gift identification we must take into account the serious issues to be addressed about the effect of teacher expectation on the learner, about labelling of the individual, about parental pressure to succeed, peer pressure, personal pressure, the disengagement of others when someone is labeled as talented, the damaging discrimination which occurs  when some are offered opportunities which should be offered to all, all of which can so readily negate, break down and destroy. It happens when we begin to separate someone’s ‘ability’ from themselves. These kind of issues offend my sense of vocation as a responsible educator, and so I must struggle to find what I think is a just response in my compliance to national policy and its outworking in local expectations. As a Headteacher, I also feel the responsibility of the position of influence I have both personally and professionally as I shape policy and practice with colleagues.

Developing talents and gifting the gifts.

There is an ancient African proverb which says: ‘It takes a whole village to raise a child’ ( Ashanti proverb). I find this to be a powerful metaphor, which in this context expresses something of what I understand about the numerous influences and responsibilities which come into play in the educational development of an individual within a community. I think it says as much about the strength of collective wisdom as it does of the provision for the collective nurture of the talents, and the learning of accountability of the individual to a community in response to the community responsibility to the individual specifically in terms of finding a way to gift a talent to the community.

This is the context in which I begin to explore and make sense of what my experience and understanding so far of the educational process tells me is important for children to continue to develop aspirations and opportunities, against the backdrop of national initiatives and expectations in the development of policy and practice of Gifted and Talented education which I fear may damage and crush learners, and work counter to their given intentions.

As I write I draw on the collective wisdom of others in the educational village who I perceive travel along the same educational path.

I feel very fortunate that Marie Huxtable, Senior Educational Psychologist for B&NES who has the responsibility of leading on the development of a Gifted  and Talented policy across the education authority, has a strongly inclusive approach to the issues of gift creation as opposed to gift identification.

‘I want to enable children and young people to build an understanding of what they want to commit time and effort to during their lifetimes that will enable them to live satisfying and productive lives without imposing my own values and needs.’  (Huxtable, 2007)

The understanding of gifts and talents which I currently work with is summarized by Jack in an e-mail to Marie as he writes ‘You have a talent and you use it daily in the gifts you give’. (e-mail 3rd Dec 2006 9.26)

Marie provides a rich understanding of gifts as she articulates so clearly:

‘When I talk of gifts I think of something I have created, crafted, developed with another in mind; the investment of something of me and an attempt to go beyond the shell of the other person, to think about the person inside; what would be meaningful, of worth, to them that I would like to offer. This connection with the other person is woven into the bringing forth and manner of giving of that gift and in the anticipation of the valuing of the other… I feel pleasure when I give a gift that is valued and disappointment when it is not’. (Huxtable, 2007)

Surely this is the kind of classroom environment that all children should expect to do their learning within. There is a clear understanding at Swainswick School that our purpose as a learning community is about providing the ethos and experiences which will nurture the talents in all learners. There is a clear intent that the learning experiences we provide for the children are foundational to this, and that this is encompassed in the ethos of the school which overtly values all learners in their individuality who enrich the community by who they are. This is evidenced by the letter to parents I have written  at the start of our school prospectus. ( Appendix two). The letter recognises the significance of the context of community and the importance of Vygotsky’s (1962) insight that culture is highly influential in individual development.
What am I learning from the learners as we work together to develop Gifted and Talented policy and practice at Swainswick School
 The importance to me of a co-creational approach to developing Gifted and  Talented provision

I have found it increasingly apparent during my years as a teacher that learners are able to take a great deal of responsibility for their own learning and are most empowered to learn when they are given autonomy to learn. I have been privileged to work alongside children as a co-learner on a variety of Maths and writing workshops, and I find these opportunities very inspiring. It provides an opportunity for me as ‘responsible’ learner to gain an insight into how those particular learners are thinking and it provides a real opportunity for co-creation of knowledge which isn’t as readily accessible in a classroom context. These workshops have provided an opportunity for all the learners to be involved in activities which are accessible to all.

It was a real privilege to be involved in the first day of the Leading Teacher’s Gifted and Talented Education training alongside children from my own class. This was clearly an adult agenda with the responsibility for taking the agenda for provision of education for designated gifted and talented education firmly in the hands of the adults, and yet how could we take these initiatives forward without working with the children. It made me realize very clearly the amount we continue to do to children when they are perfectly capable of giving us their own opinions, and the amount we miss out on, and also how we disempower learners from their own learning when we don’t take the opportunities to work collaboratively when we can. On the feedback at the end of that day one of the children commented that the day would have been better with ‘Less talking from grownups and more conversations with grownups’

This recognition of the primacy of  truly personalised learning as a basis for collaborative learning is outlined most clearly by John McBeath ‘
"Personalised learning is not something that can be ‘done’ by teachers to pupils. Rather it arises when pupils themselves take charge of their own goals and progress, together with a heightened awareness of their own learning styles and preferences. When young people enjoy a range of opportunities to test themselves, to explore their talents and cultivate new interests, they come to a deeper appreciation of how learning works, what can inhibit it and in what ways it can nourish self belief. When there are rich extended sites for learning, young people grasp that the purpose of school is not to provide an education but to stimulate a thirst for learning, and to give it life beyond the school gate.” (MacBeath, 2006, p. 12)
It was very interesting to find out what sense the children made of what were primarily adult style presentations with children in mind. One of the presentations was a 20 minute presentation on personalized learning, which I felt was at a very adult level, but out of the four presentations, when asked what sense they had made, Becky explained that it was important that teachers knew about the different personalities of all the children to help them learn the best; ‘Letting everyone have their own personality and getting to know their personality’ There is something very profound for Becky about the messages she heard on that initial training day, as she subsequently and very recently articulated in conversation, ‘everyone flourishes, just differently. We all learn in our own way but we need support in the way we do.’ Very clear echoes of MacBeath.

Some teachers expressed surprise at the level of engagement and understanding  that the children showed with the process, and felt that the programme would need to be changed in order to make it accessible to the children; ‘If children come to the next session they need to have an activity to do while ‘talking input’ is going on’

 The children themselves were very able to work within that context, and requested only more time to formulate ideas with other children to feed back to the adults. This was the only change they suggested, they were very comfortable with the work involved in listening to presentations and making their sense from it.

As a direct consequence of Marie making it possible for children to work collaboratively with adults, it has been possible for me to understand that the development of the required Gifted and Talented provision will be worked out collaboratively within the school. I will work with the children on it.  This initiative has opened up a whole new possibility of collaboration within the school which I feel goes beyond pupil voice, and supercedes issues over what is a child’s decision and what is an adult decision, and has the power of joint ownership. The more this can happen, the more it will become embedded in school practice, and the greater the benefit for the school as a learning community and for the individuals within it.

Developing an inclusive approach towards Gifted and Talented Education 

One of the first priorities for me as I work on developing a school response to the expectations implicit in Gifted and Talented initiatives is to work with children on listening to what they have to say about what would make the learning process better for them. The children were asked on the initial training day to discuss as a group what provision needed to be made, and Geraldine, Zoe and Becky fed back three main points.

The point they wanted to emphasise most forcibly was less teacher talk. This was an issue which had previously been raised in class, but quite a while ago. It was very salutary for me to be reminded again, as firstly I do believe that it’s really important and also I had been trying hard to be aware of too much talk and felt that the children were able to communicate when there was too much. I felt it was very significant that it had been raised again, and also that it could create a profound change in both classroom organization and dynamics if together we can find a workable way around it. At the moment I feel that it could have a powerful impact in helping to encourage and create a culture of personalized learning which will enable the emergence and development of talent.

When I asked the children how this could practically be organized in a classroom context where children learn in different ways, they immediately felt that the visual learners could have written instructions and information to enable them to be able to work more independently, whilst the aural learners could have the teachers explain. Apart from their practical solutions, the speed of their response indicated to me that this as an issue that was very close to the surface for them, and in this discussion they had been provided with an opportunity which would otherwise have been missed. This served as clear reinforcement to me about the importance of creating space and asking the questions which help us as learners articulate what helps us most in our learning. I’m sure this way of working can be taken forward by working within the framework of Wallace’s TASC wheel. ( Wallace 2001) 

I’m not sure why I was surprised at this, but it has served to reinforce a powerful lesson for me about creation of an inclusive and challenging learning environment, where the learners are increasingly autonomous.

Learning lessons from the learners

As we continue to work on in school to develop our provision, I’m constantly impressed by the way in which the children take the lead to facilitate a collaborative approach. They suggested that we need to ask the rest of our class for their opinions, and took the feedback comments to read through first. It was Zoe who explained to the others that change doesn’t always happen quickly. It was Becky who was already thinking that small group discussions would stimulate thinking more effectively than people trying to think on their own, and has planned a way of sharing information and collecting ideas. 

I don’t know where we’re going with this, but I do know the underlying principles which govern what we do. I also know that once again I don’t have to know everything. In fact the less I know, the more it gives space for others to know, and the more empowered the others become. These principles have been well expressed by Buber (1947) when he says:

"If this educator should ever believe that for the sake of education he  has to practise selection and arrangement, then he will be guided by another criterion than that of inclination, however legitimate this may be in its own sphere; he will be guided by the recognition of values which is in his glance as an educator. But even then his selection remains suspended, under constant correction by the special humility of the 

educator for whom the life and particular being of all his pupils is the decisive factor to which his 'hierarchical' recognition is subordinated." (Buber, p. 122, 1947)

I’m aware of some of the issues I need to address in order to optimise learning in the classroom I work in, although I don’t know yet what changes I need to try, or what it will look like. However I feel privileged to be on the journey with the traveling companions I have.

The other main message which is already becoming clear to me is encompassed in what the Swainsick children wrote as part of their feedback to me as their teacher ‘more ownership of presentation of work’ We had opportunity to begin a discussion about this, and they felt quite strongly that they had very clear ideas about how they wanted to present work. This was accompanied by a feeling of a high level of ownership about their work, which meant they felt frustrated when they where required to present in a certain teacher inititated way.

 The children in this group felt that when they were researching or drafting work they were often developing their own ideas about presentation of a finished piece. They felt that they had plenty of opportunity throughout their time in the school to work with a variety of styles of presentation to know both what was appropriate and also what was right for ‘their’ work. I felt both encouraged and challenged by listening and beginning to learn from these learners, how I could be more effective in enabling learning. They felt that it would helpful for teachers to offer a model or range of appropriate suggestions so that children would have structure if they needed it.

The third main suggestion they made in addition to less teacher talk, which they felt was the most important feedback they could give, and more ownership of presentation of their work, was in the form of the request ‘please give us time to do our work thoroughly’. This had provided me with a valuable insight into the way in which the learners value both what they are doing, and how they are doing it. This also provides me with a challenge as to how this can best be organized. 
All three of their suggestions resonate in the writings of Abbott (2000) which draws on a synthesis of  the seven disciplines of Philosophy, and later pedagogy, Evolutionary Theory, Psychology (Behaviourism),  Cognitive Science (Metacognition), Neurobiology, Evolutionary Psychology, Values (philosophy, purpose); Nature via Nurture.

Towards a new mandate 

As I work in our school on enabling all learners to develop their abilities, there are some basic principles about the learners I must bear in mind and use both as a starting point, and maybe as foundational principles. 

Firstly is my understanding that all learners are gifted and talented, and I therefore have a responsibility to include all learners in the provision I make. As  Hymer says ‘Gifted and talented students have, we believe, a right to something qualitatively special now. And so do their peers, just in case they’re gifted and talented too but don’t yet know it’. (Hymer and Michel, 2002)

Secondly I have learnt something very profound about the nature of collaborative working between children and adults, or educator and learner, and I will hold that as a guiding principle as I work to develop gift creation amongst the learners I work with.

Thirdly, I have been very provoked by the level of engagement that the learners have in their learning, and the ability they have in understanding themselves as learners.  I want to be able to explore this further and understand more about it as we work together on exploring and developing provision. If I can enable learners to develop their awareness and ability in being engaged with their learning, I will be providing them with a greater level of autonomy.

My final challenge which I need to take forward with the learners is in the form of a question from the children, ‘How do we make people feel about asking’ They were very aware that there were lots of things that they wanted to ask about their learning, but they were concerned that asking for additional help shouldn’t feel to them like some admission of failure or helplessness. They obviously have an insight into something which they can voice on behalf of their peers, which will be very helpful to me in enabling their engagement with learning.

As I have begun to engage with some of the current thinking and policy concerning the provision for ‘gifted and talented education’ I understand that as an educator I have a responsibility to continue to develop my own understandings and engagement with learning in order to always provide all children with the best of what I can be.

I want to continue to explore the provision of gifted and talented education for all in the context of a personalized learning approach, and I want to develop it in collaboration with the learners.

In particular I want to continue to explore an inclusive approach to helping all children at Swainswick School develop interests, abilities and talents, and work with them to discover how to create a community which is enriched by the gifts of all the learners.

This surely is the way in which we can best empower learners to have high aspirations and enable them to journey towards them.
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