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The chapter starts with this - 

‘If we possess our why of life we can put up with almost any how. - Nietzsche
San Ng, a 30-year-old Singaporean, had a lucrative law career and was considering a marriage proposal when she turned her back on the good life to find her life’s mission as a volunteer helping the economically less privileged (“Learning About Real Life,” 2000). “I have led the perfect Singaporean life for so long – going to the best schools, scoring straight A’s in my ‘O’ levels and a sting of A’s in my ‘A’ levels, (and) doing law to please my parents… I needed more from life, out of life,” San says. A volunteer in Thailand with the French-based charity Medecins Sans Frontieres (Doctors Without Borders), and tasked with setting up a framework of indicators to help the Gates Foundation – the biggest philanthropic foundation in the Unites States – spend $17 billion, San is happy to have turned her back on her “perfect” life and empty routines in exchange for what she sees as a life of meaning and greater fulfilment.’ (p.46)

……………………………

‘Turning to the field of gifted education, one might ask if as educators, we are really true to ourselves, and to the children we reach out to. Do we help children in their search for the deeper meaning behind the “why school” question?

‘If we possess our why of life we can put up with almost any how,” Nietzsche (1889/1990, p.33) so eloquently reminds us. Indeed, in the field of gifted education, the threat of irrelevance is real, Borland (1996a) cautions, unless we go to the root of things to ask big philosophical questions fundamental to educational research and practice. Thus, revisiting some of the fundamental issues that are the heart and pulse of contemporary conceptions of giftedness and speak to the philosophical issues of meaning, purpose, and direction, I will examine children’s perceptions of the larger meaning of school beyond traditional notions of school and school success.’ (p.47)

…….

‘For too long, the dominant emphasis in education has been on achievement, on what the child is able to do rather than on who the child really is. Roeper (1995) cautions, “education has become a one-sided instrument. It relates to academic learning but does not stress the development and the growth of the self. Yet it is in this inner self, the unique self of each human being, that is the central point of their lives”(p.142). Roeper distinguishes between two philosophies of education: educating for success and educating for life. For the most part, she argues, schools have been guided by the philosophy of educating for success. In this model of education, the emphasis is on academic achievement and on perceiving education as a factory-style enterprise operating within the existing norms and expectations of society. The philosophy of educating for life, in contrast, is grounded in the concept of self-actualisation and individualisation; children are valued for their uniqueness, and the emphasis is on the “inner agenda” and passions of the child, within the larger context of the growth of self. 

“Do schools educate for life?” is a question that bears asking. Is there meaning to school beyond the academic A?’ (p.47)

……………..

‘A study by the Singapore National Youth Council (“Wake-up Call for Singapore Youths,” 2000) indicates a worrying trend of complacency among Singaporean young people. The study reports that, increasingly, Singaporean teenagers exhibit narrow-mindedness. In the age of globalisation and borderless economies, youth find it difficult to break out of their comfort zones as they see no need to understand the implications of globalisation, tend to be smug and egocentric, and see the paper chase as the all-important pragmatic means to a good job and a good life.

In recent years, therefore, educational reform in Singapore has taken on the proportions of a paradigm shift. Rethinking and lively debate have gained momentum in the last few years, as scholars and policymakers reexamine the field of education and it raison d’être. The theme of the Education Work Plan Seminar 2000, “Ability-Driven Education: Making it Happen,” heralds the paradigm shift from an efficiency-driven to an ability-driven vision of education in Singapore. These days, the Zietgeist reflects both conceptual transformation and educational reform. The emerging paradigm emphasises broader definitions of success and more expansive notions of ability. In comparison with the efficiency-driven orientation, which perceives education as largely knowledge assimilation in pursuit of academic ends, the ability-driven orientation celebrates the many abilities and talents in every individual and values the holistic development of the individual (Nothing Like a Teacher’s Eye, 1999). Signalling fundamental changes in mindsets, the thrust of the ability-driven vision of education is toward character and motivation, with intellectual capacity, understanding, and knowledge regarded as important constants in a quality education.

No longer content with merely educating for academic excellence, Singapore is moving toward more holistic educational approaches that aim to develop the character as well as nurture the intellect of the children. The ability-driven vision of education in Singapore is about rethinking, reenvisioning, and reappraising, critically and without prejudice, fundamental issues and concerns that underlie assumptions and practices. Amongst educators, is there a genuine quest to examine the deeper meaning of school? So children, particularly those regarded as academically able, have a sense of mission and purposeful direction beyond the relentless paper chase?’ (p.49)

……

She quotes from work of Frankl and Oliner then goes on - 

‘Pendarvis and Howley (1996) offer similar insights: ‘Intellect is a process of discerning. An education that works to cultivate discernment will, by of its substance and method, prepare students to evaluate ethical and political questions thoughtfully. Intellect supports the quest for meaning, so intellectual work clearly entails contemplation of the human condition” (pp.228-229).

In other words, can there be real individual fulfilment without a real quest for meaning? “Is it possible for a people to achieve excellence if they don’t believe in anything?” John Gardner asks in Excellence (1961/1984, p.xiv). Can bring children truly achieve excellence if they do not have a real sense of purpose, if they lack the ability to discern that, with purpose, the vision of the whole is far more powerful than the sum of well-reasoned parts? Gardner does not seem to think so. He argues that “talent in itself isn’t enough… We find ourselves asking ‘Talent in the service of what values?’ Talent in the service of truth or beauty or justice is one thing; talent in the service of greed or tyranny is quite another” (p.144). One’s intellect and one’s talent, therefore, are twinned to the notion of responsibility.

Thus far, it appears that the existential angst evident in the lives of many seemingly successful students today may mean that these individuals should begin to think about meaning, purpose, and direction in school and in later life – not in a generic and vacuous sense, but rather through intellectual discernment, “answer to life by answering for… [one’s] own life… [and] by being responsible” (Frankl, 1984, p.131). To paraphrase J. Gardner (1961/1984, p.173): A gifted child who does not believe in anything will never achieve excellence. What do gifted children believe in? How do they see school as preparing them for the future? What do they perceive an intelligent person to be? What is life success? These are timely questions. These are also some of the more fundamental questions that may shed some light on children’s attempts to read reality, to think at a meta-level, and to search for meaning. In a larger sense, these questions may serve to create an awareness and understanding of self beyond defined roles and responsibilities, an awareness wherein may lie the seeds of meaningful and fulfilling life goals.’ (p.52)

…………

Let us re-visit J. Gardener’s (1961/1984) seminal work, Excellence, in which he embraces a pluralistic approach to conceiving of excellence and to celebrating the many facets of human abilities. As with Handy (1998), who believes that everyone is good at something, J. Gardner puts forth a way of assessing excellence that does not involve comparing individuals. Rather, the comparison is between oneself at one’s best and oneself at one’s worst. It is important to note, therefore, that it is this comparison from within that determines whether one is true to the best one is capable of.

In schools, the focus has long been on the core curriculum, on academic excellence, and on the exaggerated academic pursuit of instrumental ends. In fact, we overdo the core, Handy (1994) points out, and we foster a form of academic impotence. To engage in “perpetual self-discovery, perpetual reshaping to realise one’s best self, to be the person one could be” (J. Gardner 1961/1984, p.162), gifted children need space to grow, to develop both mind and spirit, to delight not only in the opportunity to fulfil given responsibilities but also to envision the challenge of making a difference.

As educators, we need to think seriously about ways in which we could move away from traditional conceptions of giftedness based on traditional conceptions of success.’ (p.56)

……

‘That is the freedom of the self to create and act on, in the most fundamental, value-driven (and therefore somewhat diverse but real) sense possible, one’s life themes and life goals. Are academic grades all that matter? What is life success? According to Berlin, Borland (1999) argues, the notion of the good life loses meaning as it stifles choice, giving way to a kind of pseudo-freedom. In other words, Borland reminds us, Berlin believe that choice, driven by values, supersedes reason and anything else – and it is this choice that makes us truly human.’ (p.56) 

……..

‘if school is to be about meaningful rather than merely instrumental ends, educators must help children engage in the constant reexamination and reshaping of self. To be true to the best one is capable of, children must engage in a continual search for self and meaning.’ (p.57)

…..

‘In closing, let me return to Frankl (1984), who, in his search form meaning after years in Nazi death camps, wrote, “man should not ask what the meaning of his life is, but rather he must recognise that it is he who is asked. In a word, each man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by answering for his own life; to life he can only respond by being responsible” (p.131). What is the real purpose of school? Should not educational integrity be about helping children develop a sense of connection between head and heart, mind and spirit, reason and conscience – and, in a broader sense, “individual fulfilment within a framework of moral purpose” (J. Gardner, 1961/1984, p.169)? Gifted education must take on a new level of meaning. To quote Jung in Handy (1989): ‘I’ needs ‘We’ to be truly ‘I’” (p.130). Moreover, Frankl (1984) reminds us that if success in school is to be meaningful and fulfilling, true success, like happiness, cannot be pursued. In fact true success can ensue only when individuals lose themselves in causes that surpass school itself. In other words, the fulfilment that comes with true success, meaning, and purposeful direction in life is possible only with self-transcendence, when the individual reaches beyond the closed system of the self to the discovery of the self with the larger purpose of the world.

If, indeed, school is to be beyond grades and is to transcend instrumental ends, we must ask the big questions. Do our children have an inner compass? Do they have a sense of purposeful direction and mission that stems from a deep understanding of self as learner as well as self in relations to society at (p.59) large? Answers to these questions may begin to unfold if educators are encouraged to listen to the inner voices of academically able learners and all learners, to help them bring to consciousness the tacit and to guide them in their search for a gestalt in making meaning of their lives. Only the, perhaps, as Csikszentmilhalyi (1993) envisions, can we liberate our children from mindless competition, narrowly utilitarian pursuits, impoverished lives, and opportunities missed and guide them toward the freedom to discover life themes, to shape, by rational choice and experience, meaningful and authentic life goals.

Kingsolver (1992) in Animal Dreams shows us a hope-inspired way forward in our attempts to help gifted children understand themselves and in our won attempts to further out understanding of giftedness: “The very least you can do in your life is to figure out what you hope for. Not admire it from a distance but live right in it, under its roof” (p.299). do we care to live inside the hope that our children will someday find individual fulfilment with the larger vision of a shared moral purpose.’ (p.60)
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