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FOREWORD
DON AMBROSE

THIS book is a major contribution to the 
field of gifted studies. It draws from 

the deep, extensive, impressive knowledge bases 
of leading thinkers in the field. The group of con-
tributing authors includes highly accomplished, 
pioneering researchers and theorists. In the past, 
their work has done much to enrich ideas about the 
nature and purposes of gifted education, and their 
contributions to this volume continue along those 
lines.

Every important project needs outstanding 
leaders. Fortunately, this book project was initiated 
and led by two of the most impressive scholars in the 
field, Tracy L. Cross and Paula Olszewski-Kubilius. 
Having collaborated with both of them on a vari-
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Conceptual Frameworks for Giftedness and Talent Developmentvi

ety of projects I can attest to their extraordinary, cutting-edge knowledge 
and innovative inclinations. In addition, both Tracy and Paula are excel-
lent examples of Robert Sternberg’s WICS construct (wisdom, intelligence, 
and creativity synthesized; see Sternberg, 2003, 2005, 2017). Although cre-
ative and intelligent leaders can achieve significant results when they bring 
forth large-scale projects, they can cause harm inadvertently or even inten-
tionally if they lack the wisdom element, which enables an individual to 
engage in ethical actions that are beneficial to all stakeholders to the extent 
possible. But when the leaders of a project have WICS going for them, the 
prospects for strong, positive, influential results are very good. Due to their 
extraordinary WICS, Tracy and Paula did much to achieve strong, positive, 
influential results through this book project.

Aside from the impressive nature of the scholars who developed and 
contributed to this volume, a number of other features of the project under-
lie its importance. First, clarifying the nature of giftedness and talent will 
improve educational and counseling experiences for bright young people 
whose needs are often misinterpreted or ignored. This volume provides 
some of that important clarification. 

Second, the highly complex macroproblems and macro-opportunities 
arising from 21st-century socioeconomic, technological, cultural, and ideo-
logical turbulence demand an evolutionary leap forward in problem-solving 
abilities and ethical awareness (Ambrose, 2019; Ambrose & Sternberg, 
2016a, 2016b). Without that leap forward, the prospects for human thriving 
and even survival over the long term are rather dim. This project provides 
some of the basis for that evolutionary leap. 

Third, it might seem paradoxical that a field devoted to the discovery 
and development of lofty abilities has experienced such difficulty in deter-
mining exactly what giftedness is. Much of this paradox arises from the 
field’s structure and dynamics fitting into a fragmented, porous, contested 
pattern instead of being unified, insular, and firmly policed (see Ambrose et 
al., 2010). A field aligning with the first of these patterns is fragmented and 
contested because it includes an array of diverse, often competing theoret-
ical perspectives, and it is porous because it either invites or cannot resist 
invasion by constructs from other fields. Conversely, a field fitting the sec-
ond pattern is unified around a single, dominant theory so conceptions that 
deviate from the theory are immediately rejected by the field’s gatekeep-
ers. And constructs from foreign disciplines are not allowed to intrude on, 
and mess up, the seemingly precise conceptual terrain (Bender & Schorske, 
1997). 
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viiForeword

Each of these patterns presents advantages and disadvantages to schol-
ars and other professionals who want to move their field forward, but the 
second pattern poses an especially damaging disadvantage. It forces virtu-
ally everyone in the field to oversimplify the important concepts they are 
grappling with to the point where major distortions occur. An example is 
neoclassical economics, which revolves around the theory that humans are 
rational actors making perfectly rational decisions based on complete infor-
mation sets for entirely selfish purposes. Arguably, economic phenomena 
are far too complex to be captured within this theoretical model, so the 
conceptual distortions have been extreme, and the consequences have been 
devastating. Those consequences include the establishment of an extremely 
unfair economic system that pushes virtually all of the rewards up into the 
overstuffed pockets of a very small, increasingly corrupt elite while rob-
bing the vast majority of economic security (Ambrose, 2012; Kotz, 2015; 
Madrick, 2014; Piketty, 2013/2014; Stiglitz, 2010, 2017; Temin & Vines, 
2013). To the extent that many of those elite, economic actors are gifted 
individuals, this represents the effects of extremely harmful, unethical gift-
edness and dark creativity (for details about dark creativity, see Cropley et 
al., 2010; Gutworth et al., 2016; Majid al-Rifaie et al., 2016). These harmful 
effects magnify the importance and urgency of clarifying the conceptual 
terrain in the field of gifted studies, which this volume was well-designed 
to address.

Due to the high stakes for gifted young people, and arguably for society 
as a whole, the field of gifted studies can’t afford to revolve around a simpli-
fied, dominant theory as it would if it were a unified, insular, firmly policed 
field. But it also can’t abide the excessive ambiguity and uncertainty it suf-
fers from being a fragmented, porous, contested field. A nuanced approach 
is needed so the field of gifted studies can straddle these two problematic 
patterns. This book goes a long way toward constructing that nuance. The 
editors and contributors do much to achieve this because their approach 
was set up to synthesize the various theories and models of giftedness and 
gifted education to the extent possible. Moreover, they work diligently to 
achieve these syntheses at all levels of analysis, from research to theory to 
practical application. They integrate the intellectual and social-emotional 
aspects of the gifted individual with the nature of educational, counsel-
ing, and mentorship environments. Importantly, they also go beyond these 
aspects of individual and educational dynamics to incorporate thoughtful 
analyses of the various large-scale contextual influences that shape the lives 
of gifted young people. Reading the final, synthesis chapter of the volume, 
authored by the editors, will give a panoramic view of the ways in which the 
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Conceptual Frameworks for Giftedness and Talent Developmentviii

collaborators in this project brought together all of these pieces of the gifted 
studies puzzle to provide a highly informative big-picture framework. The 
remainder of this foreword includes brief reactions to just a few of those 
puzzle pieces. 

Attention to Complexity and Context
The aforementioned connections between theory, research, and prac-

tice can help to generate more attention to complexity and context in the 
field. For example, in Chapter 5, Joseph S. Renzulli and Sally M. Reis argue 
for syntheses of work in the field through all of these levels of analysis, and 
they show how the Schoolwide Enrichment Model (SEM) establishes an 
effective framework for those syntheses. They also argue that gifted edu-
cation must become more sensitive to changing world conditions, such as 
the rapid evolution of technology and its effects on employment and the 
economy. As an example, they show how the SEM addresses the demands 
of 21st-century contexts.

Providing an overview of work pertaining to the talent development 
paradigm, Linda E. Brody (Chapter 8) illustrates much of the complexity 
that is dealt with in the field. She shows how the Talent Search model rec-
ognizes and addresses the complex diversity that educators of the gifted 
confront when they work with young people who present very different 
cognitive strengths, talents, motivational dynamics, and social-emotional 
issues. 

Robert J. Sternberg (Chapter 7) addresses big-picture contextual issues 
in his portrayal of transformational giftedness. He warns the field about 
falling prey to short-range vision and ignoring the need for attention to the 
enormous problems humanity faces in the decades to come. He explores a 
range of these problems while showing how wisdom must be a key com-
ponent of gifted programming. Anything short of this will limit the effec-
tiveness of the field, the life prospects for bright young people, and even 
the long-term viability of life on Earth. Lannie Kanevsky (Chapter 4) also 
highlights the influences of large-scale contexts by employing Abraham 
Tannenbaum’s explorations of the long-term development of giftedness as 
shaped by sociocultural forces.

Another important trend in the field magnifying contextual issues is 
the vibrant research trajectory focusing on domain-specific expertise. Rena 

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
w

nl
ow

 E
duc

at
io

n



ixForeword

F. Subotnik, Paula Olszewski-Kubilius, and Frank C. Worrell are the most 
prominent explorers in this area, and Chapter 2 in this volume is a valuable 
extension of their work on this aspect of talent development. By emphasiz-
ing the importance of talent development within domains, they push atten-
tion out toward a wide variety of arenas for human endeavor, each of which 
features its own unique set of requirements for success. Taken together, all 
of these domains represent contexts that must be explored in more depth 
and detail. In Chapter 9 in this volume, Tracy L. Cross and Jennifer Riedl 
Cross also provide helpful elaboration on the nature of domain-specific 
development within school settings. In addition, the strengthening focus 
on contextual influences on the gifted and talented could go for naught if 
insufficient attention is paid to the structure and dynamics of schools, and 
the sociocontextual pressures that constrain them. Fortunately, Cross and 
Cross also provide detailed analyses of these contexts in their chapter.

For decades, scholars of gifted education have recognized that stu-
dents who are not from White privileged backgrounds face daunting 
barriers when it comes to identification and inclusion in gifted programs 
(e.g., Ford, 2010, 2013; Ford et al., 2018; Frasier, 1987; Moore et al., 2005). 
Interdisciplinary inquiry shows that social problems in societies enlarge 
and strengthen these barriers. For example, in highly unequal societies, the 
social problems are far more severe than in more egalitarian contexts, and 
the United States is an extremely unequal context (Cabieses et al., 2016; 
Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010, 2019). Those not born into substantial privi-
lege have to grapple with severe, chronic stress that magnifies the impact 
of social problems, such as mental illness, drug and alcohol abuse, violence, 
mass incarceration, lack of opportunity, suppression of social mobility, and 
mistrust. Due to the fact that gifted education tends to be reserved for those 
who demonstrate very high potential, the field must take responsibility for 
ensuring that these severe contextual barriers don’t contaminate and distort 
identification procedures. Attention to the pernicious effects of inequality 
show up throughout this volume. For example, Scott J. Peters and James H. 
Borland (Chapter 10) illustrate how gifted education itself can inadvertently 
aggravate socioeconomic stratification.

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
w

nl
ow

 E
duc

at
io

n




