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Abstract

The purpose of this chapter is to outline a framework of values for Giftedness and
Talent Education (GTE). We begin by discussing the functions of education and the
issue of purpose in educating the gifted and talented. We then address the meaning of
values and their role in guiding research and practice. Our discussion is centered
around five pairs of fundamental values: wisdom and truth, beauty and aesthetics,
compassion and cooperation, freedom and autonomy, and equity and justice. We
conclude by proposing the integration of the different functions of education as a
fundamental endeavor for understanding the purpose of education for the gifted and

talented.

1. Introduction

Education is said to be a teleological practice (Biesta, 2010). Just as in other human
activities, there is a purpose — or telos — underlying the act of educating. Unlike several
other activities, however, purpose could be considered constitutive of education, such
that the latter could not exist without the former (Biesta, 2015). The field of Giftedness
and Talent Education (GTE), however, has been said to be missing a clear and shared
purpose. The discipline has been described as fragmented or feudal, with a lack of a
shared philosophical, theoretical and practical understanding, which has voted the field

to an unresolved ‘identity crisis’ (Ambrose et al., 2010).

The growing number of articles on giftedness and talent shows that the field is far from

stagnant (Dai et al., 2011), however, expansion, in this sense, is not to be confounded
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with progression. As VanTassel-Baska (2006) pointed out, the advancement of the field
depends on good thinking, no less than it depends on good methods. While sound
research is undoubtedly necessary, it might prove insufficient to address the needs for
relevant policies and meaningful practice. This point is particularly relevant in a time
when the pressure for scientific productivity and evidence-based practices may reward
an incremental and taylorist approach to knowledge, with very limited attention to

theory development and ontological and epistemological debate.

In the current empiricist landscape, a great part of what constitutes the contemporary
scientific dialogue occurs at an observational level of discourse that is progressively
organized and reflected upon as to constitute a theoretical discourse (Overton, 2014).
In this context, it is common practice not to make explicit the philosophical
underpinnings that ground and guide the choice of theories and methods. However, the
problems and solutions that are considered legitimate within a scientific discipline are
not independent of worldviews (Kuhn, 1962).

In the case of GTE, Dai and Chen (2013) identified three major paradigms that mirror
distinct worldviews. Historically, the advent of mental testing and the first intelligence
scales allowed for what may be considered the beginning of the scientific approach to
giftedness and talent and, consequently, the emergence of the first clear-cut paradigm.
Terman’s (1925) studies of the gifted are perhaps one of the highest expressions of
this period, in which high abilities were conceived as an intrinsic and stable
characteristic. Those who possessed this ‘gift’ were expected to perform at the highest
levels of achievement and to make significant contributions for society and culture.
Despite the fact that intelligence test scores reflected continuous, quantitative
differences in human intellectual ability, the gifted were portrayed as a qualitatively
different group, with unique attributes and development trajectories. During this period,
construct and measures were overlapping, since intelligence was, put simply, what
tests tested (Boring, 1923).

The growing dissatisfaction with conventional definitions of high intellectual ability and
the fact that many gifted and talented individuals escaped identification led to the
emergence of a novel scientific paradigm. In the late 70’s, Renzulli (1978) proposed a
redefinition of giftedness emphasizing the role of non-intellective factors and seeking to
encompass productive manifestations, beyond academic ability. Today one of the most
widely accepted and reproduced in the field, Renzulli’'s definition was first met with
great controversy (Renzulli, 1999). The Three Ring Conception was fundamentally
incompatible with the prevailing philosophical system and could not be assimilated by

the existing paradigm. The developments that followed in the field of intelligence (e.g.,



Carroll, 1993; Gardner, 1983; Sternerg, 1984) and gifted education (e.g., Gagné, 1985;
Mdnks, 1992; Tannenbaun, 1986) led to a new perspective that was multidimensional,

developmental and non-deterministic.

With the growing diversity of learners in most classrooms also came the need to
address issues of equity and justice. The differentiation paradigm (Dai & Chen, 2013)
sought to assure that learning environments were safe and challenging to all learners
and, ultimately, aspired to develop each student’s full potential (Tomlinson, 1999;
2005). Under the differentiation paradigm, identification as a way of establishing “being”
gifted is of less importance. The focus here was on contextual and immediate decision-
making towards the needs of each student in a given learning situation (Watts-Taffe et
al., 2012).

The three paradigms of GTE coalesce from different perspectives on how to answer
questions such as “what is giftedness/talent”, “who is to be defined as such”, “how does
one develop as such” and “what answers should we provide for their education”. To a
certain extent, these paradigms do not attribute the same level of importance to the
guestions they propose to answer. The first scientific phase in GTE provides responses
that are essentially ‘material’ and ‘formal’, from an Aristotelian perspective (Aristotle,
ca. 350 B.C.E./1994). In other words, GTE is explained and justified for the intrinsic
attributes of those who are identified as gifted and talented. From this perspective, GTE
exists because there are those whose essence is qualitatively and fundamentally
different. The second and third paradigms mostly build on the ‘efficient’ causes, that is,
the range of external forces driving talent development and behavior change, which
matter to the extent that we ought to provide the means for an effective or evidence-

based intervention.

The fourth, and perhaps most elusive, level of explanation is that of the final cause.
That is, according to Aristotle, the sake of which something is done. The question that
— we argue — has been perennially overlooked, is that of the purpose of GTE: what is
gifted and talent education for and what is the purpose of working with and working for
the gifted and talented? In this chapter, we address the purpose of education from the
perspective of the core values that guide research and intervention with the gifted and

talent.

2. What are values

According to Biesta (2015), the purpose of education has to be framed in relation with

its functions of qualification, socialization and subjectification. Put simply, educating is



an act of transmitting knowledge, skills and dispositions (Qualification), but also of
initiating younger generations in ways of being and doing (Socialization) and
transforming students as persons (Subjectification). Although most of what is thought
and said about education is based on the qualification function, the three functions
cannot be genuinely separated. For instance, in a math class where being curious and
inquiring further is discouraged, beyond the knowledge dimension of math learning
(Qualification), the classroom context is tacitly reproducing a broader social principle of
anti-intellectualism (Socialization). This example illustrates what is described in the
literature as the hidden curriculum, which shows that, formally or informally,
consciously or unconsciously, schools make assertions about what is good or bad,

desirable or undesirable, that is, they transmit values (Halstead & Xiao, 2010).

Broadly defined, values are conceptions of the desirable (Kluckhorn, 1951). They are
general scripts indicating what is to be sought after and what is to be avoided and, from
that perspective, they can explicitly or implicitly frame and guide behavior (Oyserman,
2015). Despite their fundamental role in human psychology, values are often
disregarded on the grounds that they are too subjective or difficult to measure (Hitlin &
Piliavin, 2004). Conceptually, some difficulty exists in differentiating it from neighboring
constructs, such as, interests, preferences, attitudes or needs. In this case, we take on
Halstead and Taylor's (1996) definition on values as principles, fundamental
convictions, ideals, standards or life stances, which act as general guides to behavior
and decision making. To the extent that research, assessment and intervention in GTE
is based on values that are usually implicit, we propose a framework of core values that
we believe should be made explicit and reflected upon by those who work with gifted
and talented children and youth. This framework is based on a review of intrinsic
values by Frankena (1963) which summarizes some of the most universal values,
across different theoretical propositions. In this chapter, we focus specifically on five
pairs of values which relate to key issues of research and intervention in GTE.
Although this list is not meant to be exhaustive, it hopes to provide a valuable

framework for reflection and debate.

3. Values in gifted education

Reflecting on the core values of GTE is the first step to intervention. As Zhang and Luo
(2016) recommend, it is crucial to unveil the hidden curriculum of an intervention, that
is, the entrenched values and perspectives that are unwritten, unofficial and even

unintended. Indeed, a critical culture of education begins by examining the



assumptions that influence its general semantics. The ideas and myths about
‘difficulty’, ‘deficiency’ and ‘efficiency’ are still embedded in our culture (Ferri, 2016) as
well as pre-existing assumptions and expectations that diminish equity (Zhao & Luo,
2016). Although it is an ethical duty to consider individual differences with respect, from
a perspective of an unequal equality (OPP, 2011), education is still very far from this
noble goal. In order to be truly transformative, educational practice must become a
combination of systemic and individually centred practices (Corcoran, 2017) and
understand the inequalities and critically examine the practices that continue to create
ways to stop the core of exclusion (Waitoller & Thorius, 2015). This is even more
urgent when a significant part of the research on giftedness and talent addresses an

important ethical dilemma: socioeconomic inequality (e.g., Ambrose, 2019).

Revealing the values that underlie GTE assumes a particular relevance because it
determines the trajectory of all educational interventions and questions what really
matters. Moreover, the core of this re-examination lies in the principles of the universal
goal of inclusive education, attitudes and practices that include equity, effectiveness
and efficiency, through accessible educational opportunities for learners, families,
educational professionals, community representatives and decision-makers (EASNIE,
2015). The implementation of these values needs a paradigm shift and implies a
change of ideals and policies at the level of learning, community, identity and belonging
(Thomas, 2013). Sahlberg (2014) claims that the global educational reforms based on
the principles of competition, standardization and accountability of educators have led
to a lack of equity, responsibility and cooperation. Claiborne (2014) asserts that the
main barrier to inclusion is the prevailing policy that reveals a subjective attitude related
to competence and inclusive education, based on an essentialist and nativist discourse
of difference around personal ability. That is why education in general, and GTE in
particular, needs to analyse the values that inspire the interventions and change

perspective.

Addressing GTE is a societal function that adds a further understanding to the social
causality of education (Persson, 2014). However, more than a societal, social,
developmental, educational and political concern, the study and intervention of
giftedness is an ethical issue. Every child has the right to education and every society
must fulfil his/her need to be stimulated. Inclusion is, in fact, a moral and ethical duty,
and, even more, a categorical imperative. As Biesta (2009) asserts, inclusion is the
main purpose of democracy but at the same time one of its main problems. Maintaining
democracy requires not only achieving legislative and practical fairness, but also

maintaining the perception of fairness and the awareness of the democratic erosion in



the education of the highly able (Persson, 2014). Worldwide, educational policies
advocate inclusion and defend every child’s right to have their needs met by

educational systems worldwide for their own sake.

The purpose of GTE is undoubtedly embedded in values. In spite of the different beliefs
underlying educational models and the focus they give to efficiencies or to ends (e.qg.,
Peters, 2020), they share a series of values that create a climate of acceptance of the
unigueness of each person, in a culture of respect, security and trust (Patrick et al.,
2005).

3.1. Wisdom and Truth

Wisdom has been discussed as the ideal of human knowledge (Staudinger, 2008) and
a strength of character (e.g., Park & Peterson, 2006). Both wisdom and the drive for
truthfulness have been considered important features of giftedness. Sternberg (2003)
acknowledged wisdom as distinct components of giftedness, conceptually similar to
intelligence and creativity. Wisdom implies balancing intrapersonal and interpersonal
interests and, above all, employing creative, analytical, and practical skills for a
common good (Sternberg, 2010). Moreover, wisdom has been considered a feature of
human thought of crucial importance in the last two decades, due to the complexity of
the times we live in and the evolution of technological developments (e.g., Ambrose,
2019). Biesta (2012) emphasises the importance of wisdom when referring to it as a
guality that permeates and characterises the whole person and rejecting the
assumption that it is a mere skill or competence. For Grossmann (2017), wisdom
involves intellectual humility, appreciation of broader perspectives, conciliation between
different points of view and sensitivity to change, features which are present in
giftedness. Wisdom is thus a significant ethical value of gifted education. However,
Ambrose (2019) questions that we do not address wisdom as a true goal of GTE due to
the discrepancy between ethical thought and action and the fact that general education
does not address the needs of the gifted. That is why values and ethics should be

considered with respect to giftedness and talent.

According to Staudinger (2008), wisdom has been described as the search for the
moderate course between extremes, a dynamic between knowledge and doubt, a
sufficient detachment from the problem at hand, and a well-balanced coordination of
emotion, motivation, and thought. In this sense, wisdom is a value associated to
comprehensive knowledge, clarity and truth and implies a reality-seeking orientation.

Wisdom pertains to the deep understanding and knowledge on a subject, whereas truth



refers to the accordance of that knowledge with facts or reality. The drive for
truthfulness and a strong sense of right and wrong are relevant features of giftedness
and, thus, an important value of GTE. Seeking the truth by exploring, pushing, and

testing the bounds of knowledge should be the goal of everyone.

One way to seek truth is through critical thinking. According to Loes et al. (2012),
critical thinking is the ability to engage in complex modes of thinking when
encountering challenges to the current mode. This ability pertains to intellectual,
affective and social domains of development and requires open mindedness and the
pursuit of knowledge and truth from an unbiased perspective, in order to gain a better
understanding of the real nature of everything. Elder and Paul (2013) note that critical
thinkers have a clear purpose and question. They question information, conclusions,
and points of view and strive to be accurate, precise, and relevant. Critical thinkers
engage in alternative and opposing viewpoints in order to understand them, displaying
intellectual empathy; distinguish what they know from what they do not know, revealing
intellectual humility; think for themselves while adhering to rigorous standards for
thought, showing intellectual autonomy, and are moved by any reasoning that is better
than their own, thus demonstrating confidence in reason (e.g., Elder & Paul, 2013).
Attitudes of critical thinkers include willingness to plan, flexibility, persistence, admitting
errors and changing one’s mind when evidence changes (Halpern, 2015). The
intellectual virtues of critical thinkers include intellectual empathy, intellectual integrity,
intellectual perseverance, intellectual courage, intellectual autonomy, faith in reason,
fair-mindedness and intellectual sense of justice (Elder & Paul, 2013), all of which are
features of giftedness. Including in the GTE agenda the use of critical thinking ensures
that everyone with high abilities and talent may exist in the world, as Biesta (2019)

advocates.

3.2. Beauty and Aesthetics

The philosophy of aesthetics is devoted to the study and theory of the experience of
beauty; the psychology of aesthetics is dedicated to the study of the physiological and
psychological aspects of perception and its relation to cognition and emotion. Everyone
perceives and responds to beauty and such aesthetic experience comprises a complex
interplay of cognitive and affective processes, assessed by different aesthetic

judgements (Verhavert, 2018).

Leder and Nadal (2004) define aesthetic experience as the process of cognitively

mastering artworks, which is accompanied by a continuous upgrading of affective



states that results in emotion. Aesthetic experiences are complex, integrate beauty,
specialness and impressiveness and lead to a gradual development and change.
Different objects trigger different aesthetic impressions, judgments and experiences

(Leder & Nadal, 2004). This variety of experiences is present in art.

Arts involve the use of different languages that enable a comprehensive reading of
reality, the representation of ideas and the formation of concepts (e.g., Lowgren &
Stolterman, 2005). They provide cognitive flexibility and creativity that optimize learning
and performance (Stad et al., 2018). Due to their nature, all arts enhance the way we
attend to details, observe, visualize, imagine and surprise (Eisner, 2008). Likewise, arts
influence autonomy, perseverance, awareness and emotional control and are a form of
constant re-meaning and reflection, contemplation and fruition, construction, discovery
and extrapolation, and also of sharing and confrontation that require personal change
and production and creation as a reflection of identity and emotional involvement. They
are ways of facing challenges and facing the new and going beyond renewal,
transformation and hope (Zhao, 2014) because the limits of language are not the limits
of cognition (Eisner, 2008). The observation, exploration and experimentation that arts
enable are ways of giving meaning to the causal structure of the world around us

(Gopnik & Wellman, 2012), amplifying the uniqueness of each person.

Biesta (2019) considers art a dialogue of human beings with the world, in the sense
that art is the exploration and transformation of desires that allows people to exist in the
world in grown-up ways. That is why art education cannot be seen as a mere
instrument for the production of outcomes valued by the dominant marketeering view of
excellence as merit and performance. Moreover, Biesta (2019) also alerts that the
educative potential of the arts does not lie on providing opportunities for the expression
of voice, creativity, and identity per se. The opportunities for representing the linguistic,
visual and plastic knowledge that arts provide enable a co-creation of personal
universes that enriches development at any age in a holistic way (Eisner, 2008). Art
education is much more than an instrumental and expressive means. It needs to take
the task of existence in and with the world seriously because of its unique possibilities
(Biesta, 2019). Every form of art is an innovative proposal of transformation and
change that addresses the much-desired global development of the future knowledge-
building citizens. Research shows how arts and culture enable a more comprehensive
reading of reality, as well as the representation of ideas and the formation of concepts
that solidify learning and promote critical and creative thinking in a global and
paradoxically fractured world. They are a way of encoding and decoding languages

and images and internalizing concepts through action and interaction.



If art education is so important for the holistic development of all children and
adolescents, why is it not included to a larger extent in GTE? There are multiple
answers, but the main reason resides in the prevailing view of STEM education.
Proficiency in the fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
is what business leaders call for (Wilson, 2018). That is why the importance of STEM
domains still prevails in educational systems and GTE. If arts are called upon, it is
mainly because they enhance STEM skills and performance. As Biesta (2019) critically
asserts, studies on the relationship between STEM disciplines and arts are one sided.
They seek to show how arts improve scientific skills, but seldom capture the way
chemistry, physics or mathematics improves painting, drama or music. That is,
research on the impact of art is used primarily to show how it can teach another
discipline and has undoubtedly demonstrated achievement gain, particularly for low-
performing students (e.g., Wilson, 2018).

Controversially, business leaders also acknowledge that greater creativity and deep
thinking are important and that is why some researchers have introduced arts in this
paradigm and refer to STEAM competences and how they have an increasing
significance for the gifted population of students, due to their ability to make
connections across disciplines (Anderson, 2014). It is important to address the deep
learning that can occur when instruction integrates the arts and STEM fields with
meaningful content. This integration has been conceptualized through different
approaches, from the one in which content areas are taught independent of each other
or some connections being apparent to a deeper and broader combination (Wilson,
2018). In the past years, there have been some voices in the field of GTE proposing
that education for the arts encourages the establishment of a creative climate that, in
turn, allows support for the expression of ideas, the perception of individual and
collective potential, interest in learning, autonomy and the stimulation of the production
of ideas (Fleith & Alencar, 2005).

Merging arts into education in a broader sense is not only significant for high ability
students. Orchestrating education implies being in tune with what students think and
feel (Thomas, 2013) and arts facilitate this tuning. The different sensorial, perceptual
and cognitive registers influence the representation and appropriation of knowledge
and, in this sense, its diversified use ensures that all students benefit from instruction.
Learning to realize the art in dance, painting, performative arts or history, mathematics
or science requires the ability to think like an artist. This artistic learning process allows
students to add depth to understanding, creativity, and innovation through interpretive

decision-making and abstract reasoning (Haroutounian, 2017). In fact, images in



general, whether visual, auditory, tactile or kinesthetic, promote the discovery and
learning of concepts (Moss et al., 2007). The ability to understand a qualitative world
with aesthetic sensitivity is a fundamental need that should be included in education, so
that students may enjoy the challenge of exploring their full potential in the arts (e.g.,
Haroutounian, 2017). Moreover, it also develops wisdom and critical thinking skills and,
consequently, capacities of judgment, skepticism, originality, sensitive interpretations,

rationality, engagement with knowledge and self-reflexivity.

Arts and culture have a constructive impact at various levels of human development.
Biesta (2019) claims that they have a unique educative power. Appreciation of beauty
and aesthetic reasoning have a transformative power in engaging life. That is why
there is an enormous value in having every child in every classroom to think like an

artist (Haroutounian, 2017).

3.3. Compassion and Cooperation

As Biesta (2019) advocates, the ultimate goal of education is not educating someone,
but arising in another human being the desire to want to exist in and with the world as
subject. This requires not simply doing what one wants to, but instead analysing and
measuring such desires and bringing them into dialogue with the world and with what
offers resistance to them. Compassion and cooperation seem to be the values that

underlie this goal.

According to Liang et al. (2017), compassion is a form of social justice, that is, an
action designed to change societal values, policies, practices, and structures. In
educational settings, compassion is a quality that aims to nurture, look after, teach,
guide, mentor, sooth, protect, and offer feelings of acceptance and belonging (Gilbert,
2019). Compassion-based approaches offer a potential means of generating a greater
psychological well-being for students, staff, parents and the wider community (Welford,

& Langmead, 2015), which is an important feature when we think of GTE.

Compassion and caring are the foundation for all the values and therefore compassion
is considered a cultural value with a humane orientation, alongside altruism and
kindness. It is the expression of care, empathy and concern for others' physical and
emotional well-being (Liang et al., 2017). In this sense, compassion provides a moral
impulse towards someone else's well-being. Being compassionate is being genuinely
concerned about the other person and his/her needs and thinking and feeling from the
other person’s perspective. However, compassion goes beyond the attributes and

emotional states of empathy or love. It not only refers to the sensitivity to suffering but



has an important component, which is the motivation to alleviate suffering (Welford &
Langmead, 2015).

The emotion of compassion is entwined to altruistic action and is in some way
associated to empathy, the capacity to recognize the suffering of another in order to
feel compassion (DeSteno, 2015). Welford and Langmead (2015) emphasise that
compassion involves two elements: the capacity to be emotionally moved by one’s own
or someone else’s suffering and taking action. This action may be expressed through
physical support, the provision of needs, taking responsibility, showing patience or
even maintaining an open mind. A compassionate frame of mind engages in
behaviours and attitudes of sensitivity, sympathy, empathy, distress tolerance, care for
well-being and non-judgement. Another important component of compassion is the
awareness of the impact of shame and self-criticism on others and oneself.

An important view on compassion is given by Zembylas (2013). There is a growing
concern in the way compassion is used in education. Compassion may be associated
to pity, the feeling that denotes an empathetic identification with the sufferer considered
an innocent victim of fate or injustice. Some compassionate practices associated to pity
attend to the needs of vulnerable people lacking in some or many virtues and, thus,
such approach may enhance inequalities. However, compassion does not necessarily
require innocence. Zembylas (2013) reminds us that compassion is not pity because it
is accompanied by action. Pity requires an object, whereas compassion requires a
subject. This paradigm shift makes all difference in addressing education. Zembylas
(2013) proposes a critical pedagogy of compassion that may question the trappings of
narratives of pity and cultivates critical compassion, thus making a tangible difference

in the lives of those who suffer.

The shift towards taking action in compassion education leads to the emergence of the
value of cooperation. Compassion can function as a driving force for building
cooperation (DeSteno, 2015). It means doing and doing together (Kudryavtsev, 2011).
Cooperation occurs when working together with others to accomplish shared goals and
implies interdependence, intergenerational collaboration, accountability, debating and
sharing ideas and a place for difference (Patrick et al., 2005). In cooperative situations,
people seek outcomes that are beneficial to themselves and beneficial to all other

group members.

Cooperative learning covers a range of group-based learning approaches and creates
an environment in which students can practice, gain, and improve soft skills, such as

leadership, communication, social, and conflict resolution skills. In other words,



cooperation involves coordinating perspectives, resolving conflicts, building multiple
representations, experimenting and applying knowledge, internalizing social processes,
transforming, appropriating, mediating and building a shared meaning (e.g., Slavin,
2014).

Cooperative learning is the instructional use of small groups in which students work
together to maximize their own and each other’s learning and is usually contrasted with
competitive and individualistic learning (e.g., Slavin, 2014). Nevertheless, not all
groups are cooperative. To reach the full potential of the group, there must be a
positive interdependence, individual and group accountability, interaction, appropriate
use of social skills and group processing (Johnson, 2003). Learning contents must be
structured cooperatively and tailored to the unique instructional needs. Another
important ingredient of a successful cooperative learning environment is the awareness
of the problems some students may have in working together, allied to an adequate
intervention (Johnson, 2003). Research on cooperative learning environments has
shown a great impact in students’ autonomy at work, perseverance, creativity,

emotional awareness, interdependence and interpersonal skills (Huss, 2006).

Notwithstanding the advantages of cooperation for the well-being of people and
societies in general, the world has witnessed a remarkable decrease in the levels of
cooperative behaviour and an increase in competitive behaviour on a global scale
(Garcia et al., 2015). Literature on giftedness and excellence has associated concepts
such as quality, success, performance, meritocracy and competition, as opposed to
cooperation, inclusion and equity. Cooperation, differentiation and responsibility are
scarcely present in today's society that emphasises preventing risk-taking and focusing
on broader educational goals (e.g., Sahlberg, 2014). Competitiveness contradicts the
effective need for global cooperation (e.g., Trilling & Fadel, 2009). The excessive
presence of comparison and competition, the constant search for classification and
hierarchy, the emphasis on capacity as a determinant for the educational experience
create alienation and exclusion (Sahlberg, 2014). The disproportionate investment in
science and technology, considered to be more profitable than the arts and humanities
(e.g., Wilson, 2018), has worked against participation (Kearney, 2011) and ultimately

cooperation.

Fortunately, a new model of open and social innovation has gained a new focus in
world policies and has revealed an ethics of collaboration in the service of co-creation,
peer- and co-production more adequate to the challenges we face (Peters, 2020). Such
approaches are important references in GTE that has historically been misrepresented

as a competitive and individualistic approach in the search of excellence.



3.4. Freedom and Autonomy

Freedom is a human right and one of the most fundamental purposes of Education.
According to the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN General Assembly, 1989)
all children have the right to freedom of thought, expression and action. Promoting
freedom trough education is, however, a complex task. It entails allowing students to
be and do what they value, facilitating good judgement and informed decision making
(Bessant, 2014); it means encouraging them to become independent and autonomous,
to make their own judgments and draw their own conclusions (Biesta, 2010); and it
sees emancipation as a necessary transformative process for reading the complexities

of society and making sense of the world around us (Safstrom, 2011).

The concept of emancipation feels particularly relevant in the so-called post-truth era.
In a world of complexity and uncertainty, people seem to be paradoxically leaning
towards increasingly superficial rational approaches. The digital revolution and social
media democratization, in particular, are leading to a trivialization of information for fast
consumption, often engineered to target emotional processing routes and
algorithmically-tailored to fit pre-existing belief structures. Some of the most striking
consequences include growing ideological polarization and liability to disinformation,
which threaten to undermine the normal social and democratic functioning. What the
post-truth dilemma seems to suggest is that a clearer separation should be sought
between ideas and identity and between providing free access to information and

promoting intellectual freedom.

A great metaphor for the post-truth dilemma comes from Piaget and Weil’s (1951)
studies of children’s idea of homeland. In the stage of egocentricity, it is common for
children to assert they would always choose their own nationality over others, if they
were given the choice. The Swiss patrticipants, for instance, believed people from their
country to be nicer and more intelligent than others. Yet, even when confronted with
the idea that a French child would also believe the French to be nicer and more
intelligent, they’d still chose to be Swiss because “Switzerland is always better” (p.
577). As Paul (1984) points out, the cognitive and affective bias underlying these
children’s reasoning is in many ways resemblant of adult’s failure to discern what’s
good from what'’s ‘theirs’. When adults choose to reinforce or punish certain attitudes
and beliefs they are, in some way, making affect contingent to the endorsement of a
specific worldview. As belief structures become part of one’s identity, their scrutiny

becomes personally and emotionally threatening and, consequently, less liable to



change. From this perspective, intellectual and moral autonomy seem interdependent

of affective autonomy and ego detachment.

In order to bring forth autonomy in others, educational contexts and the power relations
within it must allow the necessary space for self-determination. Prescriptive, control-
oriented educational contexts risk neglecting inner motivations and fail in providing
students the opportunity to decide by themselves what to feel, think and do (Reeve,
2016). This is particularly relevant in the field of GTE, where highly capable students
seem to resent overly extrinsic teaching styles, based on student dependence and
teacher directed learning (Clinkenbeard, 2012; Phillips & Lindsay, 2006). Gifted and
talented students tend to react positively to classroom contexts which create space for
intellectual freedom. For instance, teachers who facilitate rather than direct, who guide
rather than coerce and who allow students to evaluate for themselves are valued by
gifted pupils (Chan, 2011). In a review of effective teaching approaches from the
perspective of gifted and talented students, Vialle and Quigley (2002) refer the ability to
encourage students to be independent learners and providing student-centered
learning opportunities. Active learning strategies that involve student engagement,
such as problem-based learning, and challenging approaches that require higher level
thinking skills are also considered desirable attributes of a positive learning
environment (Vidergor & Ruth Harris, 2015).

Enrichment programs also seem to recognize gifted and talented students’ need for
autonomy. Several programs emphasize independent work and allowing participants to
select their learning subjects and goals (Miedijensky, 2018). These programs usually
encourage discovery through exploratory activities, including self-selected independent
projects (Kim, 2016; Maker et al., 2015). Students recognize that, compared to the
regular classroom, gifted programs tend to allow for more discussion, independent
pace and autonomous work and these attributes are recognized across different
intervention approaches, from pull-out to honors programs (Hertzog, 2003). The
emphasis these interventions place on autonomy seem to reflect educators’ recognition
of the different learning styles and needs of gifted and talented students and their

expectations towards these students’ future role in society.

Gifted and talented students are expected to become active, productive members of
society. Some of the most valuable contributions of talented artists, authors, scientists
and others imply a degree of self-direction and self-realization. Intellectual autonomy is
a necessary ingredient for the type of productive giftedness described by Renzulli
(1978, 1999, 2004), which involves the ability to develop novel and impactful ideas or

creations. It is also among the volitional catalysts that take part in the talent



development process described in Gagné’s (2004, 2013) DMGT model. Motivational
factors, which are key in development approaches to talent, depend on the feeling of
being agent of one’s actions (van Lier, 2007) because it is only when people act with
full volition that they mobilize the whole of their resources, interests, and capacities
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). The development of gifted and talented students’ full potential,
therefore, depends on the extent to which they are allowed to become effectively and
genuinely autonomous and free. Creating students who are capable of intellectual and
moral autonomy and respecting that autonomy in others is, in fact not just an
imperative for GTE, it is a fundamental purpose of education for every person (Piaget,
1973).

3.5. Equity and Justice

There’s hardly a more straining and enduring tension in the field of GTE than that
between excellence and equity (Dai, 2009). One longstanding consequence of the
‘gifted child’ paradigm is the widespread assumption that the gifted and talented
constitute a group of people which are fundamentally and inherently different from the
rest. Another consequence is that these differences are often thought to be rooted in
stable, genetic, and categorical grounds. Notwithstanding the paradigm changes in the
field, teachers and parents of children with high abilities still oftentimes adhere to a
essentialist or ‘entity’ concept of giftedness (Mazzoli Smith & Campbell, 2016).
Misconceptions about the nature (and nurture) of giftedness and talent perpetuate
fears that GTE is no more but a mean to uphold a cognitive elite, allowing
disproportionate access to opportunities and resources to those who are already

advantaged (Daniels et al., 1997).

Those in the field of GTE themselves seem somewhat uncertain as how to best
advocate for this group of people. There is a widespread consensus that the gifted and
talented have needs that are chronically unmet in most educational contexts
(Robinson, 2003), however, two parallel discourses coexist on this domain. One the
one hand, there is compelling evidence that the gifted and talent show adequate levels
of adaptive resources, comparing favorably to the general population in measures of
psychological health and wellbeing (Martin et al., 2009; Zeidner & Shani Zinovich,
2011). This point is perhaps still relevant to highlight in the present day, as it was
almost one century ago, when Lewis Terman set out to discredit the myth of the
‘crazed genius’. The fact that this cultural stereotype prevails until today should be a

cause of concern, taking into consideration the consequences of inadequate beliefs on



the negative attitudes towards students with high abilities (Bain et al., 2006; Lassig,
2015). There is, on the other hand, a second discourse that describes these students
as socially, emotionally and academically vulnerable (Robinson, 2003). Some authors
suggest the gifted population is more prone to issues of perfectionism, sensitivity and
intensity (Rinn & Majority, 2018), which may put them at risk of adjustment problems
and academic underachievement (Blaas, 2014; Kim, 2008; Landis & Reschly, 2013).

The two lines of discourse outlined above may seem contradictory or even paradoxical
and the lack of integration between the two perspectives does arguably any favor to the
progress in the field. Some tentative hypotheses have, however, been put forward, that
suggest we look beyond the endogenous factors that are central to both perspectives
to integrate development and contextual factors that promote better educational and
psychosocial adjustment (Neihart, 1999). In other words, high abilities are not a risk
factor in themselves, but the confluence of endogenous and exogenous factors related
to high abilities may positively or negatively shape the course of development (Neihart
& Yeo, 2018; Mueller & Winsor, 2018). Another key aspect is that the fact that students
with high abilities show similar or even superior indices of psychosocial adjustment and
academic achievement, compared to their peers, does not tell much about fairness. In
fact, fairness in education is not about equal outcomes, but about equal access to
opportunities.

One of the main issues in the field of GTE is that while, in essence, promoting
excellence does not necessarily entail inequality, there is an enduring distrust that
providing better opportunities for the highly able may constitute a form of elitism (Dai,
2009). The fundamental tenet that everyone is born ‘equal in dignity and rights’, in this
case, obliterates the fact that everyone is also unique to many respects. As the classic
guote by Kluckhohn et al. (1953) goes, each person is, in different respects, like all
other people, some other people, and no other people. Human intellectual abilities, in
particular, exist in a continuum, from students with learning difficulties to those with
above average learning ability. Since educational provisions are tendentially tailored to
the average, ‘epistemic’ student, those at both ends of the continuum struggle to have
their needs met. With adequate support, all students should be capable of
improvement and progress towards fulfilling their maximum potential, however, this
notion seems to be accepted differently across the spectrum of human abilities (Cross,
2013). Those in the upper end of the continuum can be perceived as needless of
special provisions based on the arguments that these students can do well by
themselves or that supporting the most capable is a way of accentuating existing

asymmetries. Four important points should be made to challenge this assumption.



First, research shows that a relevant number of high ability students perform below
their potential, which has negative implications both for these individuals and for
society (Landis & Reschly, 2013; Renzulli, 2012). Second, intervention with these
students show positive results in psychosocial and academic domains, thus suggesting
that many highly able students, in fact, need support and they are responsive to
interventions (Snyder et al., 2019; Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2020). Third, interventions
with gifted and talented students do not pose risks of accentuating educational gaps,
because they are not based on claiming better education for one group in prejudice of
the others. In fact, all students benefit from high-quality, differentiated education
(Deunk et al., 2018; Ibrahim Magableh & Abdullah, 2020; Reis et al., 2011; Smale-
Jacobse et al., 2019; Valiandes, 2015). Fourth, a growing concern exists to ensure that
interventions are delivered to those who could benefit from them, based on growingly
flexible criteria, deemphasizing cut-off scores in favor of more flexible and inclusive
criteria and employing special care to recognize various talent areas and to include
students from culturally diverse populations (Ford & Harmon, 2001; Subotnik et al.,
2011).

In sum, we argue that the issues of equity and justice should be a cause of serious
concern and reflection for educators. Making quality education available for all learners
is a global imperative for combating societal issues of discrimination and exclusion.
From this perspective, one of the main challenges for education worldwide is how to
develop an educational system that is both excellent and equitable (Schleicher, 2010).
Resolving this dialectic requires that we care for the inclusion of all learners across the
spectrum of human abilities and revert the vicious cycle which has denied gifted and
talented students an appropriate education on the basis of societies’ failure in solving

longstanding inequalities.

4. Reexamining the purpose of Gifted and Talent Education

There are two ways in which the purpose of GTE is commonly defined in the literature.
On the one hand, there’s the discourse of ‘self-fulfillment’ (Renzulli, 2012) or ‘self-
actualization’ (Subotnik et al., 2011), according to which educators should seek to allow
the gifted and talented to fulfill their best potential. On the other hand, perhaps more
pervasively, there’s the discourse of the social benefits of the outstanding

achievements at their reach.

One historic example of the latter perspective is the ‘Sputnik effect’ in the late 50’s.

After the launch of the first satellite into orbit in 1957 by the soviets, fears arose that the



West could be losing grip of its intellectual, scientific and economic hegemony. What
came in response was an unprecedented interest and funding for studying and
intervening with the brightest minds in North America (Colangelo & Wood, 2015; Ellis,
2017). The current enthusiasm for STEM education reflects a similar urgency for
compensating workforce skills gaps and gaining competitive advantage on the global
market (Jolly, 2009). In the context of a global crisis, such as the one triggered by the
COVID-19 pandemic, excellence and innovation are called upon for overcoming
current issues and talent is likely to become a top public priority, once again (Azoulay &
Jones, 2020).

As the competitive advantages of nurturing intellectual capital are still one of the most
frequent justifications for enrichment activities (Simonton, 2009), one has to question
what happens to those who do not seek talent development in ‘strategic’ areas. Or, in
other words, are there gifted and talented individuals that we actually do not want? The
idea of indexing GTE solely with potential human capital is, to our opinion, highly
pernicious. It poses a risk of marginalizing gifted and talented people based on their
vocational aspirations and denying them the right of exploring other fields of human
activity. This strategy may prove disadvantageous, not only because it depletes other
areas of important financial and human resources, but also because it deprives gifted
and talented individuals in STEM areas of important interdisciplinary learning
opportunities. Great advances have been made, in the past, by crossing ideas and
concepts from different disciplines. Almost 2500 years ago, it was music that inspired
Pythagoras to change perspective on celestial objects, just like today space and
medical sciences are finding novel and disruptive ways of solving problems by looking
at origami (e.g., Rothemund, 2006). Piaget applied biological metaphors to better
understand human cognitive development and many of the great innovators in science
were also involved in the Arts, including Louis Pasteur, Samuel Morse, Santiago

Ramén y Cajal or Leonardo Da Vinci.

Another argument against the competitive advantage discourse is that it results in an
instrumental model of talent development, with little care for the personality and
aspirations of the young gifted and talented, leaving them at the mercy of the
fluctuating needs of the nations (Jolly, 2009). We argue that a good GTE has to care
for students as persons who are part of a broader social and cultural reality. They have
to be given the opportunity to learn and develop important scientific, technical and/or
artistic expertise in the same extent that they are given the opportunity to consider the
responsibility that comes with that knowledge and skills (Passow, 1988). Among the

great possibilities and perils of our time, no good education can exist that is rooted on



knowledge without morality or contents without principles. A good education for gifted
and talented students needs to reconcile the three functions of qualification,
socialization and subjectification as part of a dialogue that reflects on the issues of
values and purpose. That which we believe is the main challenge for the future of GTE
was, in fact, more eloquently expressed more than 70 years ago by Martin Luther King
Jr. (Carson et al., 1992, p. 124):

The function of education, therefore, is to teach one to think intensively and to think
critically. But education which stops with efficiency may prove the greatest menace
to society. The most dangerous criminal may be the man gifted with reason, but with
no morals. ... We must remember that intelligence is not enough. Intelligence plus
character — that is the goal of true education. The complete education gives one not
only power of concentration, but worthy objectives upon which to concentrate. The
broad education will, therefore, transmit to one not only the accumulated knowledge

of the race but also the accumulated experience of social living.
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