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What teachers and pupils believe about gifts and talents

In primary school we have a huge advantage over our secondary colleagues. We
see the children every day for whole days at a time. We, therefore, have ample
opportunity to build important, long lasting and robust relationships with our
pupils. Every primary school teacher recognises that this is vital, not only to
create a positive and pleasant working environment, but because it makes a huge
impact on how well pupils perform in our class.

The way that we build these relationships is affected by what we believe a ‘good’
pupil to be. The way that we build relationships, the way that we talk to pupils
and the expectations that we have of individuals are deeply affected by how we
believe the human mind worksi. Researchii suggests that what we believe about
how the human mind works is often built on unquestioned assumptions.

Implicit theories…reside in the minds of individuals, whether as definitions or other-
wise. Such theories need to be discovered rather than invented because they already
exist, in some form, in people’s heads.iii

Forming these implicit theories, while often done unconsciously, is essential
because they help us to function effectively in life.The way that they help us is by
guiding the way we behave; both what we say and what we do. It is not just teach-
ers, however, who hold implicit beliefs. Children in our classes will hold these
beliefs too. They are formed as a result of the way that parents and teachers talk
to them and give them feedback about their behaviours and achievements.

1

Chapter 1

Gifted Children in the
Primary Classroom

In this chapter we will:

Help you think about how your own beliefs about what giftedness is can influ-
ence pupil performance.

Offer a circular model to consider giftedness in the primary classroom.
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In the primary classroom, beliefs are particularly important. Pupils are still form-
ing their beliefs and the primary teacher can have a huge influence on how these
develop. They are important to think about because what individuals believe
about their own and others’ abilities:

can account for differences in achievement between pupils and by individ-
ual pupils over time;

make a difference to the amount of effort a learner might put into an activity;

can help to explain depressive reactions by pupils (yes, even in the primary
school), to bad experiences in learning;

and can be used to judge and label both ourselves and others.

There are two very different implicit theories of intelligenceiv.

1 Intelligence is fixed.

2 Intelligence is changeable.

What does believing that intelligence is fixed mean for pupils?

If pupils believe intelligence is fixed it means that they are likely to believe that
they were born either clever or stupid and that they will stay that way for the rest
of their lives. They also tend to believe that school success and school tests are a
good indicator of who is clever and who is not. As a result of this they will predict
their future success on the basis of today’s performance. They will offer reasons
for success and failure that are related to personal adequacy or inadequacy. For
example, failure may be accounted for by poor memory or low intelligence (I just
can’t do maths!). Likewise success is because they have a natural aptitude for
such things or because their parents were good at them. Such pupils are more
likely to show aversion to tasks that they do badly in by saying they are bored or
through feelings of anxiety.

Believing intelligence is fixed means that undertaking activities is about perform-
ance. Pupils with this belief might worry about how much ability they have or
don’t have to complete a task. They calculate this by comparing themselves with
others. These pupils are more likely to be competitive and can become driven
with the need to show that they are the cleverest in the class.They may develop a
tendency to choose the easy option and avoid harder tasks that might show them
up to be less ‘clever’ than they thought they were (or that they would want others
to perceive them to be). They believe that being clever means that all tasks and
activities should be completed very easily therefore having to work hard at some-
thing indicates that they are not very clever. Only success that comes easily is
valued because this is what indicates high ability.

Teaching Gifted and Talented Pupils in the Primary School2
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What does believing that intelligence is changeable mean for pupils?

If a pupil believes that intelligence is changeable it means that they are likely to
believe that how intelligent they can become is in their own hands. If they work
hard they can become better at things and this improvement is an indicator of
their intelligence. They rely less on test scores to give them a measure of their
abilities and do not believe that test scores and school success will predict their
future success or failure. Believing that intelligence is changeable means that fail-
ure is more likely to be put down to environmental or temporary contributors
such as choosing the wrong topics to study. Equally success is generally attrib-
uted to sheer hard work.

Believing in changeable intelligence means that undertaking activities is about
mastery. Pupils with this belief strive for personal improvement and so tend to be
less competitive. They compete with themselves rather than other people. These
pupils may develop a tendency to choose challenging work, rather than easy
work, because that means they will learn more. Getting things wrong – within
reason – does not bother them because failure is perceived as part of the learning
process. These pupils have a belief that if you work hard you can become more
able. Trying something really hard and achieving even only part of it shows you
that you have improved and have learned new abilities that you did not have
before. These pupils are more likely to be able to identify some things that they
good at and some things that they are not so good at, believing that people are
different and there are lots of ways of being able. These pupils seek to try lots of
things because the experience of trying is enjoyable.

Teachers sometimes assume that gifted and talented pupils hold a belief that
intelligence is changeable. They can be identified because of characteristics such
as willingness to choose hard activities, and willingness to work hard. In fact
some gifted and/or talented pupils believe strongly that intelligence is fixed.They
will avoid hard work, try to do things with the minimum effort, and can be highly
competitive. In this way the idea of implicit theories might help us to understand
some aspects of underachievement, disaffection and disengagement.

I have presented here characteristics of the extreme positions that implicit theo-
ries can create and these two positions mean very different things for individuals
(see Table 1.1). You may have started to recognise a few pupils. We need to be

Chapter 1: Gifted Children in the Primary Classroom 3

Questions to consider

Can I recognise any pupils who might have a fixed view of intelligence?

To what extent do I have a fixed view of intelligence of my own learning?
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Teaching Gifted and Talented Pupils in the Primary School4

Questions pupils try Fixed theory answer Changeable theory answer
to answer

Why am I the way I am? I was born clever. I work hard to be good 
at things.

I am this way because my I am this way because my mum 
mum and/or dad is clever. and/or dad encourage me.

Certain things interest me 
more than others.
I get the chance to try different
things.

How do I assess my own People tell me I am clever. How much I improve tells me 
intelligence? My results in tests and in how clever I am.

class tell me how clever I am. If I work hard and do well it 
Being first in the class means tells me I am clever.
I am the cleverest in the class. People tell me that I am 
Doing badly in a test tells me working hard and am doing 
I am not as clever as I thought. well.
How easy or hard I find I can see that I am better today
things tell me how clever I am. at things than I was the last 

time I did them.

What does this tell me? I will always be clever. The harder I work the better I
I am clever at lots of things. will do.
I should get things right first I might not be clever at 
time, most of the time. everything. I might just be 
I should always get good clever at a small number of 
results. things.
I should always do better The things I am clever at 
than those who are less clever might not be in school.
than me. I might make lots of mistakes 

but this helps me learn more.
I shouldn’t worry too much 
about whom I am better or 
worse than.

How might this make me I will avoid failure at all costs. I like to try hard things and 
act? I might panic if I start to find learn from trying.

something hard. I may cheat If I am faced with a really hard
rather than fail. problem I will seek out help 
I don’t like to ask for help from others.
because that would be an I need to work hard to make 
admission of failure. sure that I do well.

Type of learner Fragile. Robust.
Sees learning as a competition. Sees learning as a personal 

journey.

Table 1.1 Comparison of pupils’ implicit theories

© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education • SA3921



careful, however.We don’t want to start labelling pupils as one type of theorist or
another; labelling has not helped us in the past. Rather let us be aware that
believing certain things can impact on how pupils learn in our classrooms and
that as teachers we have the power to support or change their implicit theories.
Whether we support or change implicit theories of intelligence in a positive way,
however, will depend on the theory that we ourselves hold.

It can be useful to find out a little more about what the pupils in your class
believe. Asking pupils the questions on the sheet on page 6 will provide you with
some more information.

Think about your own beliefs by considering the questionnaire on page 7.

The more that you have agreed with the statements in the questionnaire on what
you believe, the more you are likely to believe that intelligence is fixed.The more
you have disagreed with the statements in the questionnaire, the more likely it is
that you believe intelligence is changeable. What might this mean for how we
teach? The examples below describe the extremes of holding one view or
another. Most teachers are – quite rightly – somewhere between the two.

What does believing that intelligence is fixed mean for teachers?

Teachers who believe strongly that intelligence is fixed are likely to believe that
some pupils have more innate ability than others. It is the teacher’s job to bring
out the best in the children; in other words, help them to make the best of what
they were born with. These teachers believe that the best way to provide for
gifted and talented pupils is to identify which pupils were born with particular
gifts and talents and to educate them accordingly. Although they do not believe
education can make children more intelligent and that each child has a limit, they
do believe that all children can improve their performance.

Chapter 1: Gifted Children in the Primary Classroom 5

Questions to consider

Can I recognise any pupils who might believe that intelligence is changeable?

To what extent do I believe that my own intelligence is changeable?
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What do we know about questions?

The best questions are ones which:

stimulate children to want to answer them;

do not require restricted, correct responses;

encourage deep thinking and engagement with the problem.

It is all too easy, in the busy primary classroom, to find ourselves falling back on a
narrow range of question types. In general we want to try to use the right kind of
question at the right time.Whilst it is possible to categorise question types in a vari-
ety of different ways, I am going to stick to two broad categories: closed and open.

Closed questions tend to be good for checking and encouraging the recall of
knowledge:

finding out what facts are already known;

finding out which facts have been remembered from teaching;

directing children to specific information in a text;

highlighting key points in a passage or presentation;

34

Chapter 3

Asking Better Questions

In this chapter we will look at:

What we know about questions.

Seven different frameworks that can help us to ask the right sorts of questions.
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helping children to make notes and summarise lessons;

identifying gaps and difficulties in knowledge and understanding;

leading into new learning.

Open questions are necessary if we want to help children think about ideas and
topics by:

stimulating ideas;

focusing attention;

stimulating curiosity and interest;

stimulating discussion;

eliciting views;

identifying previous experiences and knowledge;

recognising feelings;

encouraging hard thinking;

extending and deepening a topic.

One way to help us make sure that a range of questions are posed and that differ-
ent questions are posed for different purposes is to use tried and tested
frameworks to help us. Such frameworks can be useful for both teachers and
pupils by helping to:

reflect on topics that are being studied;

examine the quality of questions that can be raised on a topic;

offer a degree of choice in the questions that are to be tackled;

create opportunities to work with more expert others in the close examina-
tion of a topic;

create a range of questions on topics;

offer specific types of questions for different purposes.

It is important that children understand the nature of questions and how differ-
ent types of questions will require different types of answers. Encourage learners
to ask more in-depth and probing questions by discussing what makes a good
question. For example, each class can have a question post-box into which learn-
ers post questions as they occur to them. At the end of the day/week the post-box
can be emptied and the questions can be analysed through posing questions
about questions.

Chapter 3: Asking Better Questions 35
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Questions about questions:

At the end of the analysis the children can identify which questions they think are
the best and these can become the stimulus for further activities for individuals,
groups or the whole class.We can also encourage children to become more inde-
pendent by moving through stages of dependencei.

Stages of dependence

The pupils are directed to particular questions from the menu.

The pupils choose from the menu.

The pupils choose from the menu but also generate other examples of
questions within the framework.

The pupils use the framework to create their own menu of questions or
indeed create their own framework.

Framework one: Benjamin Bloom’s taxonomyii

Bloom’s taxonomy classifies thinking into a hierarchical order according to level
of difficulty. Bloom suggested that the first three, knowledge, understanding and
comprehension, constituted lower order skills and that more challenge was
involved if learners were asked to engage with the last three: analysis, synthesis
and evaluation.

Teaching Gifted and Talented Pupils in the Primary School36

Which questions are you most interested in hearing the answer to?

Does it make you want to try to answer it yourself?

Does it ask one thing or more than one thing?

Is it long and complicated or short and simple?

Is it asking something where the answer already exists?

Does it have one answer or could there be lots of answers?

Does it need a long or a short answer?

Is the answer likely to be simple or difficult to find?

Can one person answer it or will it need a group effort?

What would be the best way to provide the answer or a response to the question
(written, diagram, verbal, discussion, play etc)?

Does it need a lot of work before an answer can be given? What kind of work is
needed (research, thinking, talking etc)?
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The advantage that Bloom’s taxonomy has over the other frameworks is that it
offers a hierarchy of activities rather than a range of activities all at the same level.

Thinking triangles

Using Bloom’s taxonomy we can also create thinking triangles for each level in
the taxonomy. A triangle can be at any of the six levels.

Thinking triangles can be useful frameworks to help pupils when they encounter
new concepts, ideas or topics. Each triangle involves the same teacher input until
the pupils are used to the approach.

Teacher input:

1 Explain the four aspects of the concept that have to be considered.

2 Use an easy word or concept to illustrate how it works.

3 Organise the pupils to work in pairs or small groups.

4 Provide a whole class opportunity for the pupils to bring all the triangles
back to the larger group at the end.

5 Encourage the pupils to make up a triangle for someone else in their group
to work on.

Chapter 3: Asking Better Questions 37

Example: Jack and the beanstalk

Knowledge (remembering and retaining)
What did Jack swap the cow for?

Comprehension (interpreting and understanding)
Why did Jack get into trouble from his mum for 
swapping the cow for the beans?

Application (making use of)
What would your mum say if you went for the shopping 
with £20 and came home with magic beans instead?

Analysis (taking apart)
List each of the characters in the story and what they 
do in the story

Synthesis (putting together)
If there had been a dragon living at the top of the 
beanstalk instead of a giant how might things have 
been different?

Evaluation (judging and assessing)
Was Jack a hero or a thief?
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