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The following article presents an overview of the range of possible characteristics of Gifted English students at the secondary level. Rather than a checklist, consider this a possible starting point for identification.

Rationale

As required by the Ministry of Education.

    * From term 1 2005 it will be mandatory for all state and state-integrated schools to demonstrate how they are meeting the needs of their gifted and talented learners. The amendment comprises the addition to NAG 1(iii)c. From 2006, the classroom programmes should reflect differentiation that meets the needs of the gifted and talented English student.

    * It is vital that this group of students are recognized, valued and nurtured in order to maximise their potential as students and human beings. The Gifted and Talented students are over represented in the statistics for clinical depression, eating disorders, dropout and suicide.

Three Key Characteristics of Gifted Students:

   1. PACE

      The learning rate of children above 130 IQ is approximately 8 times faster than for children below 70 IQ (Karen Rogers).

   2. PROBLEM-SOLVING

      Capacity to find, solve and act on problems more readily.

      They ask questions rather than answer questions.

   3. ABSTRACT THINKERS

      They have the capacity to manipulate abstract ideas and make connections.

      They demonstrate a range of generic thinking behaviours: reasoning, accuracy, questioning skills, flexibility and breadth and depth, unity of thought, fairness, clarity, precision, relevance and significance.

There are several myths that need to be recognised: Gifted students are NOT:

    * Talented in all areas or strands.

    * "Smart enough to succeed on their own". They do need special support.

    * Smart enough that they don't need guidance.

    * Always happy, secure persons and good students who love going to school.

    * From wealthy, well-to-do families.

    * Appreciative of the "gift" they have or "value" it.

In our English students...

How would the attributes, learning characteristics and abilities of a gifted student be evidenced? What is important is to realize is that a gifted English student might not have all of the following characteristics. He or she is not homogenous. The English Curriculum can draw on the range of domains of giftedness:

    * Critical/Academic/Analytical

    * Creative

    * Emotional/Affective

Critical/Analytical

    * Learn to read early and read widely and quickly

    * Reads widely for a period of time in a variety of types of literature; seeks support of the librarian

    * Interested in words, definitions, derivations

    * Have large vocabularies, a command mood and high degree of accuracy in diction

    * Uses language with maturity

    * Large storehouse of information about a variety of topics which they can recall quickly

    * Capable of appreciating different levels of meaning: literal and metaphorical

    * Sees details, is a good observer, sees relationships, makes connections

    * Can pick up non-verbal clues

    * Organises ideas and sequences well in preparation for speaking or writing

    * Generates interesting ideas; challenges existing ideas and makes suggestions

    * Evaluates effectively so encourages writing and speaking that evaluates

    * Skilful use of metaphorical language

    * A sense of audience

    * Appreciative of style and form

    * May tackle tasks and problems in a well-organised, goal-directed manner

    * Readily grasp underlying principles, and quickly perceive similarities, differences and anomalies

    * Attacks complicated material by separating it into components, analysing it systematically

    * Better able to construct and handle abstractions

    * Display a questioning attitude and seek information for its own sake

    * Often show keen powers of observation and an eye for important details

    * Can make quantum leaps and transfer learning from one subject to another

All of these characteristics bear investigation as they can have positive and negative consequences. For instance, writers use those observation skills to create mental pictures or to record them like cameras, and drama students who seek to characterise keenly employ the same observational skills. How does a 45 year old walk differently to a 16 year old, where does the pivotal centre of movement and gesture lie?

However, being observant might also lead to becoming overly critical, and a questioning attitude might also create a student who appears to be overly critical of themselves, their peers, or their teacher. Research skills are used considerably in most subjects these days so a questioning attitude - a curiosity well used - is a gift. However, the web surfer who goes down trails of investigation without reason, or can't decide which sites are valuable, can find this trait a questionable gift.

Many of these gifted students benefit from being exposed to a range of forms of questioning such as deductive and inductive, divergent, Socratic, Williams and so on.

Creative Abilities

    * Often flexible thinkers, able to (and wanting to) use many approaches and different alternatives

    * Often display intellectual playfulness and like to fantasize and imagine

    * Visualisation skills are a strength

    * Can make quantum leaps and transfer learning from one subject to another, seeing relationships amongst seemingly unrelated objects, ideas and facts

    * Emotional sensitivity

    * Challenge traditional ways of doing things; wanting to experiment with "the rules"

At their worst!

    * Overactive physically and mentally

    * Temperamental, emotional

    * Indifferent to conventions and courtesies

    * Questions rules, laws, and authority; resists domination

    * Egocentric, intolerant, tactless

    * Rebellious, unco-operative, stubborn, demanding

    * Capricious, careless, disorderly

    * Cynical, sarcastic

    * Absent-minded, forgetful, mind wanders

    * Argumentative, argues that everyone else is wrong

    * Sloppy and disorganised with details and unimportant matters

Emotional Intelligence

    * Unusually heightened understanding of self and others

    * Can delay gratification

    * Good at handling relationships with others

    * Self-motivated

    * Qualities used in the service of others- manaakitanga, strength of conviction, mana, aroha, humility

    * Sets realistic goals

    * High self-esteem

    * Good at handling conflict

    * Good at using time efficiently

    * Persistent, confident intellectual perseverance

    * Good at communicating own feelings and ideas

What exactly is intellectual perseverance? These students are reflective, notice problems and drawbacks and set out to find answers and solutions, pursuing a problem and exploring it. They find uses for what they're investigating and have faith that with time and effort they will make progress. They can change viewpoints, make plans and examine the validity of "proof". They enjoy the challenge of new learning and are uncomfortable when unsure about things. They can transfer and link knowledge through the past, the present and the future.

Apart from creating a very successful learner per se, how could these leadership skills be actively employed in the English classroom? Eg. In group work, in collaborative environments such as inquiry learning, innovative programmes such as Learning Pathways, or taking leadership roles such as production or stage manager and stage crew responsibilities for school productions.

The discussion of values and moral philosophy can be achieved often through textual studies. Their independence should be valued. If students don't have EQ, they may need support with goal setting, and encouraged to be intellectual risk takers.

Let's consider how these characteristics might be evidenced:

In the written strand:

    * Can evaluate own writing and style

    * High level language skills; control of syntax and structure

    * Visualises and translates images into written or spoken forms; accuracy of detail and emotions

    * Has literacy behaviours

    * Purposeful writing

    * Clear personal voice

    * Wide reading is often reflected in writing

Gifted students often display high levels of sensitivity. This is not surprising as all our information comes through our senses, and is processed by the functions of the brain. Emotional sensitivity is vital for an appreciation and use of tone - vocally, visually or dramatically. Literature is all emotionally charged. For writers, this sensitivity may be verified in the ability to skillfully employ metaphorical language, particularly in an extended form. Imagery is usually competently handled, and gifted writers clearly appreciate the higher order thinking (applying, synthesizing, evaluating and creating) involved with experimenting with analogy, and finding the words to convey the vision they have in their heads to the reader.

This sensitivity may make them vulnerable to criticism, albeit constructive criticism. They may not value peer feedback and co-operative writing situations. Gifted writers will write for a definite audience. This may not be their peers and therefore the writing is not marketable to this audience. Secondly, sharing "quality" writing might make them vulnerable to "over-exposure", and alienate them from their peers. They will value the opinion of the person they consider "expert", and value the opinions of their mentor and/or coach, if they are compatible, empathetic, and offering elements of support and nurture.

Gifted writers are usually sensitive to style and can appreciate the writer's craft, realising the "whys" of effective language. This may be supported by their ability to articulate about writing. Because of this, they generally appreciate the opportunity to experiment with styles. This may mean that they take more risks with their writing, in such elements as vocabulary, imagery, syntax and genre. There may be volumes of draft material due to the process, rather than completed work. Gifted writers state ideas clearly and elaborate by manipulating words and phrases to suit their purposes for writing. They recognise that there is more than one "right" way to state an idea.

The gifted writer has a "gift", something like the performer's X-factor. As a teacher, you will encounter the writer who instinctively writes with passion, enthusiasm and a keen sense of audience and purpose. Sadly, there is often a discrepancy between the work of the gifted writer in and out of school. The writing done at home is generally superior as there are fewer restrictions on time, choice of topic and form, group sharing, teacher instruction, end of periods, humour, and style.

The gifted writer is obviously identified by what they write, and how they think. The gifted writer will generally produce more than was required, in quality and often quantity. The writing will be seen as having quality in meaning-making, a depth and sophistication in vocabulary, a degree of sensitivity to the writer's craft, a significant grasp of structure, sincerity in tone, a clear narrative voice, a developed awareness and consideration for the needs of the reader. The latter will necessitate choice of vocabulary, and provide motivation for correct punctuation, spelling and grammar, and the employment of syntax.

The qualities inherent in being of a gifted writer might also contain problems. For example, the writer who generates a large number of ideas, and who is a perfectionist, may find herself unable to restrict herself to a single theme, or narrative line. She may find herself unable to finish a task within the deadline, or within the time limits in an internal or external exam. He may find himself completing half of the essay questions in the externals paper because he has the tendency to deliberate every word and sentence, making sure it says exactly what he wants it to say.

In the Oral strand, the gifted student:

    * Captures an audience and is aware of its needs

    * Has confident voice projection

    * Has awareness of the effects and skills of modulation - variation; pace; and tone understood and employed

    * Employs appropriate choice of subject matter

    * Sees links and parallels in arguments

    * Can be more open in expressing opinions and ideas, and they often disagree spiritedly with others' statements

    * Knows how to commence and conclude

    * Demonstrates originality of ideas

    * Often shows humour; irony; satire

    * Displays versatility of mode

If you consider what accomplished speakers can do, it is their ability to relate to the audience; to be aware of their needs as listeners, rather than being focused on what they're saying as the speaker. Does the listening audience need visual gestures for illustration, or can a range of effective tones be used to indicate emotional states? Humour can be well employed in such aspects as possessing an awareness of timing for punch lines, building up pitch and pace in a climax, using inflection for sarcasm and cynical tones.

The voice projection of a relaxed and confident, assured performer has no tension in the throat which would constrict effective use of the voice. Audiences make meaning from the way the text is delivered. There are many ways of delivering a line. It's How we say something as much as WHAT we actually say. The appropriate emphasis, the right pace, the most suitable pitch, the volume, use of pause all affect the intonation and interpretation of text.

The originality of ideas - creativity - the ability to generate a range of angles, perspectives, looking at things in a new way, recombining elements in a new way can often be seen in choice of speech topics such as: confessions of a petrol pump attendant, the perils of pedestrian life, anarchy is better than democracy and so on. Versatility of modes are demonstrated through a range of oral fields such as debating, oral reports, oratory, dramatic role-plays, integrated with power point presentations.

In drama, the gifted student:

    * Communicates effectively through facial expression, gesture, and body

    * Has ability to empathise and characterise

    * Uses voice well eg accent, projection

    * Is creative in use of movement

    * Dramatises feelings and experiences

    * Readily shifts to the role of another character

    * Moves a dramatic situation to a climax and brings it to a well-timed conclusion, eg. improvisation, mime

    * Is adept at acting out situations

    * Is flexible and spontaneous; can produce the unexpected

The skills of the gifted drama student can be clearly heard in this reflection: "You have to find YOUR voice and fill yourself with it. It must come from inside you, not from the end of your nose. You have to have a constant thought process (inner monologue), which is read in the eyes. Don't show, just be it. Don't show the audience that you're thinking or reacting, just be thinking honestly and in the moment. Every line is a new thought - it has to be, otherwise it looks rehearsed and unnatural. Again, this comes through in the eyes.

"Never treat the audience like idiots. If you believe in that moment completely, they will follow you and go with you wherever you take them. It's a very difficult relationship dynamic to set up, but it's beautiful and captivating when it's there.

"The 'play against' is fantastic. It's far more interesting to see someone onstage trying NOT to cry/scream/whatever, than it is to see someone wailing/screaming/whatever. It's fascinating to watch because this is exactly what we do in life. If we're upset with someone, we generally try not to show that person how upset we are, we don't want them to see us as weak. There's so much psychology involved, and you really start to take a huge interest in people and how they work."

Brilliant Behaviours

    * Learn basic skills better, more quickly, and with less practice

    * Often have seemingly boundless energy

The "joie de vivre", the energy can often mean misdiagnosis as hyperactive students. This energy can be difficult to live with, and these students can become stimulus seekers who are easily bored without challenge. The creative "energetic" often works well with a balance of alternating activities requiring intellectual and creative stimulation with routine tasks.

    * Works independently and can concentrate for a long time

    * Exhibits a natural motivation to learn, find out or explore and are often very persistent "I can do it myself"

    * Likes to do independent study and research in an area of passion or interest (this can help to motivate and re-energise the underachiever)

The ability to concentrate and work independently for a long time is not necessarily accessed at school in the traditional work units - eg of hour periods, if NCEA's assessment construction is interpreted inflexibly. Because a gifted student also dislikes fragments, interruptions and disruptive routines, it might be preferable to incorporate autonomous long term projects, research, and individualised programmes. The concept of independent research is employed well in NCEA but this still needs not to be channelled too tightly, and some definite elements of choice should be offered. Over teaching of research content should be avoided - just enough to whet the whistle and provide a guidance framework from which students can work.

    * Humour

    * Reasoning: encourage evaluation

    * Usually relates well to parents, teachers and other adults, and may prefer the company of older children and adults to their peers. Miraca Gross points out that it is hard to form friendships with age peers in the absence of cognitive commonalities.

    * This latter can impact on group activities; gifted students often prefer to work individually, or clustered with other students of like minds and like ability. Without emotional intelligence, they can easily become frustrated at being a "tutor" for others.

The Role of the Teacher

    * A Coach or mentor

    * Maintains a safe environment

    * Leaves "gaps" to be explored

    * Rich texts and thought-encouraging complex questions

    * Creative and challenging

    * Ensure links and transfer

    * Aware of strand strengths and weaknesses

It is crucial that we value the students as culturally located, highly able human beings. We need to maximise these skills, attributes and characteristics and build upon them. We need to move away from a relatively simple and inadequate view of giftedness to a developmental concept of giftedness. As teachers, we can act as catalysts within the curriculum. We need to create a nurturing, secure, well-managed learning environment marked by explicit feedback and effective respectful interaction.
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