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      To our children, Liza, Sara, Scott, and Mark,
who taught us to parent with love and humor.
We hope they will always follow their dreams.


   

      [image: art]


      Preface


      The mind is not a vessel to be filled but a fire to be kindled.


      — PLUTARCH


      The twenty-first century is in many respects an astonishing time to be a child growing up and just beginning to understand

         life, and an equally astonishing time to be the parent of that young boy or girl. Soon enough, he will be moving into arenas

         — specifically, higher education and careers — that have been reshaped by profound changes that occurred in a generation or

         less. One American business leader says that the work world now urgently demands particular talents: “lateral thinking, courage,

         and an ability to see things, not the way they were but how they might be.”

      


      Consequently, never has there been a more pressing need for dynamic approaches and informed, sensitive attention to what children

         must acquire during their twelve or so initial years of “getting educated” if they are to meet the challenges ahead.

      


      When you envision your child’s future and what you want for him, perhaps words such as happiness, health, and success come to mind. When you consider how such desirable, understandable goals might be reached — that is, what your child needs

         in the way of informed, sensitive attention — you probably find yourself caught up in the stressful concerns of the here and

         now. You think about grades, test scores, how tough it is to be accepted into a top college, and what constitutes a useful

         area of study that will lead to a rewarding career.

      


      In Light Up Your Child’s Mind, we urge a different kind of focus, one that describes the path from a child’s early school years to that happy, healthy,

         successful future as having less to do with good grades and the “right” colleges and “useful” subjects, and more to do with

         early experiences in creative thinking and productivity.

      


      Albert Einstein wrote, “It is in fact nothing short of a miracle that the modern methods of instruction have not yet entirely

         strangled the holy curiosity of inquiry; for this delicate little plant, aside from stimulation, stands mainly in need of

         freedom.” (About himself, Einstein insisted, “I have no special talents. I am only passionately curious.”) Our work originates

         from the National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented. But our work — and this book — is not about the “gifted child,”

         in the currently popular sense of the term. Your child, whether or not he has been officially labeled as gifted, has strengths

         and interests and a holy curiosity about the world that must be stimulated and allowed the freedom to grow.

      


      In the chapters that follow, we describe dozens of ideas that encourage an investigative, or inquiry-oriented, approach to

         learning, rather than the one-size-fits-all, drill-and-practice approach that is common in most classrooms. These are workable

         ideas that you can use in the home to support your child’s unique strengths and interests, or enthusiasms. Many of our strategies

         in the central how-to chapters in Part Two are highlighted in boxes — for example, conversations to have with your child,

         projects to help get started, suggestions on how to offer gentle guidance, and tips on how to recognize your child’s preferred

         style of expression.

      


      None of this is hard or tricky or hugely time-consuming. Our enrichment and talent-development tools are accessible and inviting

         to any typically time-pressured, stressed-out mom or dad. We believe that, more than ever, it is essential for involved parents

         to have these strategies at their fingertips. They are instrumental in helping children understand and develop empowering

         aspects about themselves that frequently are not taken into account in most school learning experiences. They nourish the

         “delicate little plant” that is your child’s bright and curious mind.

      


      Given such opportunities and self-discovery experiences, here’s what can happen for your child:


            •  She realizes that learning is actually a lot of fun and incredibly exciting.


      •  Her self-confidence grows; she perceives herself as a potentially creative person with genuine talents.


      •  She acquires real problem-solving skills that are transferable to a variety of endeavors, in the present and in the future,

         rather than a mind simply filled with facts.

      


      •  She gains insights that can lead to smart choices about everything from extracurricular activities to college majors to

         career options.

      


      •  She may start doing a lot better in school — a huge added bonus.


      

      And for you, the parent, there will be fewer worries over homework and grades and more joy and delight in watching your child

         blossom in ways uniquely his own. Of course, many factors influence what a youngster will become, but surely the uncontested

         role of parenting is key in guiding your child on a happy, healthy, successful path.

      


   

      PART ONE


      ___________


            What Is This Thing
Called Giftedness?
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      CHAPTER 1
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      Beyond the Classroom


      Looking for Gifts “Outside the Box”


      School really ought to be an enjoyable place, a place your youngster looks forward to every day. More than that, or as part

         and parcel of it, school should help to prepare your child to live effectively in a complex world. The psychologist Jean Piaget

         once defined the principal goal of education as “creating men and women who are capable of doing new things, not simply repeating

         what other generations have done.” To become capable of doing new things, your child must acquire skills that go beyond reading,

         writing, and arithmetic during his critical formative years. They include an ability to:

      


      •  analyze and select from various sources of information;


      •  approach the unpredictable with confidence;


      •  take appropriate chances — “safe risks” — in uncharted waters;


      •  confront, clarify, and act on situations imaginatively and constructively;


      •  apply the world’s knowledge — today instantly accessible by logging on to the Internet — in ways that promote critical thinking,

         infectious enthusiasm, self-motivation, and genuine problem solving; and

      


      •  cooperate with others while remaining true to an emerging personal system of attitudes, beliefs, and values.


      Is what goes on in your child’s classroom offering him sufficient opportunity to develop such skills? Maybe yes, maybe no.

         We would go so far as to guess, unfortunately, probably not. But a parent can provide opportunities that a school does not.

      


      Without knowing your youngster personally, we will state with confidence some qualities he possesses:


      •  He has unique strengths and interests, perhaps still untapped or yet to be discovered.


      •  With a little guidance from you, he can be encouraged to engage in experiences that are fun, exciting, rewarding, and skill

         producing.

      


      •  Somewhere down the road, there exists for him a meaningful career path that will bring joy and deep satisfaction, and there’s

         much to learn right now that will help prepare the way.

      


      FROM THE MOUTHS OF PARENTS


      Our work has brought us into contact with thousands of young people and their parents and teachers. We know the sounds, smells,

         and sights of classrooms. We know what kids — and their mothers and fathers — are up against as they navigate elementary school,

         middle school, and high school. And what we hear from concerned parents is often a litany of quiet — or not so quiet — frustration

         and worry as they consider their child’s education:

      


      “The teacher says my son doesn’t pay attention.”


      “She’s in a gifted program, but she doesn’t seem to be doing much there.”


      “There’s an awful lot of drill work and routine stuff that my kid has to go through in class.”


      “She gets all As in one area and Cs in everything else.”


      Sometimes, children develop an aversion to the very notion of school. The mother of a second grader was upset to hear from

         her son’s teacher that the boy never talked in class. “This kid is a chatterbox at home!” she said. “He’s full of questions

         and observations, just curious about everything, and he’s a friendly, outgoing little guy. After I heard that report at the

         parent-teacher meeting, I asked Will why he’s so quiet in school, and he said, ‘Because school is dumb.’”

      


      What’s going on here?


      It might be argued that at perhaps no other time in the recent past has there been a greater focus on children, schools, and

         the educational process. Like all involved parents, you have probably read a great deal about the overscheduled child, hothouse

         kids, underachievers, and children with learning disabilities or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). You are

         aware of the current testing mania, the tutoring mania, the pros and cons of homework, and the pressure on children to excel

         starting in preschool.

      


      What you may not know is that very bright children with much to offer are going through school without ever being given an

         opportunity to realize their unique talents. The classrooms in which most of our children spend their time typically fail

         to inspire a true love of learning and accomplishment. Even though you may not have read about this, you may be keenly, painfully

         aware that your son or daughter could be doing more or doing better.

      


      Many of those children who are bored or not living up to their potential or amassing spotty academic records are amazing young

         people capable of achieving amazing things. Many others who have no difficulty sailing through their early school years with

         top grades nevertheless find little that genuinely engages them, little that inspires them to stretch beyond their comfort

         levels in learning.

      


      Over more than three decades, we have been involved in developing the talents and gifts of young people. Those efforts have

         been shaped by an attempt to answer for ourselves some simple-sounding but tough questions:

      


      •  Who has talents and gifts, and why do we think so?


      •  What causes a smart youngster to become excited about the process of learning?


      •  How can those smart youngsters be encouraged to use their strengths in creative and personally enjoyable ways?


      •  What is happening or failing to happen in the classroom that inhibits the development of excitement and creativity?


      Our first clues came from children we knew.


      CHILDREN WHO FLY UNDER THE RADAR


      Ross, a middle school student we met years ago, was in danger of failing math, according to his teacher. He didn’t complete

         homework assignments, didn’t respond to offers of help, and once or twice a week actually fell asleep during class. Ross seemed

         to be turning away from mathematics and other academic areas early in his school career.

      


      We hoped to gain insight into Ross’s situation by reviewing the boy’s permanent record. Maybe an unusually low and discrepant

         math test score would indicate that he had a learning disability. Perhaps a previous teacher or two had noted an apparent

         inability to deal with male instructors, such as his current teacher. Any evidence of difficulties might explain Ross’s underwhelming

         performance and justify moving him to another class or arranging for remedial support. But, to our disappointment, nothing

         in the file indicated past problems that might shed light on his current troubles.

      


      All this started us thinking about permanent records, those ferociously guarded school files that collectively contain thousands

         of teacher comments such as:

      


      “Jack needs to practice his multiplication tables this summer.”


      “Rosa should spend time reading aloud at home.”


      “Clark must hand in homework more regularly.”


      We were then struck by an aha moment: we too had been searching for Ross’s deficiencies, looking for what was wrong. Maybe his trouble was related not to a deficiency but to the fact that insufficient attention

         had been paid to his strengths and talents, whatever they were, and that little had occurred in his school life to capitalize

         on them. Nowhere in the records could we find documentation related to the very best things that were known about the youngster. For that kind of information, it seemed the only person to turn to was Ross himself.

      


      So we did. We simply asked Ross what interested him. For the next twenty minutes, he poured out his passion for trains and

         the railroad system that crisscrosses the United States. He knew he’d loved trains even as a small child because his mother

         told him he always reached for them in the toy box. Growing older, he read everything he could about the subject. His mother

         bought him games and construction materials related to trains, and recently Ross had purchased videos about railroads, which

         he watched repeatedly at home. His mom had also taken him to visit a nearby railroad switching station located under a bridge

         that spanned the Connecticut River.

      


      He had a lot to tell us. We wondered if any of his teachers were aware of his enthusiasm. But Ross had never mentioned it

         in school, he said, because “no one ever asked me what I like to do.” As to why he sometimes dozed off in class, he guessed

         that after staying up late watching his videos and studying train books, he was tired during the day.

      


      We asked another question: “What can we do to make school meaningful for you?”


      Ross had an immediate answer: “I’d really like to make a video about the switching station under the bridge, the trains that

         come in and out of the station, and the people who run them.”

      


      It was arranged. And that year, Ross went on to script, film, and edit his video, which he cleverly titled “Breaking Through,”

         and ultimately presented it to the local chamber of commerce and the eastern division of Amtrak. Though he missed some class

         time because of his long hours at the railroad yard, he willingly made up the needed work. Here was the payoff: Ross’s enthusiasm

         for school increased dramatically, his grades reflected that enthusiasm, and he was later accepted into a highly regarded

         university.

      


      Here’s another story, this one close to home:


      Our son Mark was an obviously bright boy whose grades, nevertheless, fluctuated wildly year after year. He had high potential,

         everyone agreed, but was labeled an underachiever because of his inconsistent attitude toward school. Figuring out the situation

         wasn’t hard. If Mark liked his teacher, he’d do well in that class. If Mark liked the content of the class but not the teacher,

         he’d do well enough to get by with Cs. If he didn’t like the teacher or the content, or if the content was too simple, Mark

         usually failed or pulled through with a D. Though he typically excelled on most exams — and achieved a near-perfect score

         on the math portion of the SAT — he lost credit for every bit of homework and class work that he didn’t complete.

      


      This was not an idle kid. In fact, we usually had to plead with him to go to bed because he was up late reading books about

         artificial intelligence or building computer components, each an enthusiasm we wholeheartedly supported. Once or twice, Mark

         made an effort to negotiate with a teacher about substituting more challenging and enjoyable assignments, to no avail. He

         tried to show his teachers some of the work he was doing at home, but they expressed little interest. Mark just didn’t fit

         the mold of the typical student, and was, in his teachers’ words, an enigma. He flunked English and history and didn’t graduate

         from high school.

      


      That was about fifteen years ago, but there’s a happy ending to the story. After holding various jobs for a while and searching

         for the right school program, Mark started college part-time — without a high school diploma. Eight years later, he had completed

         both his bachelor’s and master’s degrees in systems engineering and began a rewarding career in sophisticated software design.

         The change came about when he made up his mind that it was time to succeed academically and when he had a chance to pursue

         his passions. He didn’t get top grades in every class, but he managed to put out enough effort to pass required courses not

         in his major area, which in turn enabled him to continue taking the subjects he loved.

      


      A fascination with railroads and the desire to make a film about them, a determination to master complex computer problems

         — were these demonstrations of giftedness? School records for Ross and Mark would probably suggest no. But we would say yes.

         Countless other young people whom we met and tracked over the years in our continuing involvement with schools across the

         country lent support to our convictions about giftedness and how it is, or fails to be, displayed. Like Ross and Mark, many

         bright kids with great potential find little to support them academically. Often, their strengths fly right under the radar

         of educators who are so intent on looking for what’s wrong about a youngster that they miss what’s right.

      


      Some children thrive in the classroom; some do not. Why that is may have to do with differing characteristics found in youngsters

         with academic gifts and those who are creatively gifted — or what we call the good consumers and the good producers. And it

         surely has to do with “the system,” and what that system expects and requires of the children within it.

      


      SCHOOLHOUSE GIFTEDNESS: THE STRAIGHT-A KIDS


      Schoolhouse, or academic, giftedness is largely about test taking, lesson learning, and homework producing. This kind of education

         is mainly what your child receives during the day, and it’s delivered via the “four-P” approach to instruction: lessons are

         prescribed by a teacher or textbook, presented to a student without giving her much opportunity to decide whether or not she wants to participate, have predetermined pathways to the solution of problems, and have predetermined goals (a correct answer, for example). We might add one more “P” and characterize this as passive learning.

      


      In passive learning, the child is a consumer of information, and the kids who function most successfully at it generally score

         well on traditional intellectual or cognitive ability assessments, including IQ tests. Every child must be part consumer,

         of course, because every child should know how to read, write, spell, and deal with numbers. At the same time, schoolhouse

         learning and its emphasis on content rather than on process, combined with a school’s inclination to seek out and attempt

         to correct deficiencies, has clear limitations.

      


      For one thing, a great deal of the information a child takes in is acquired for the sake of repeating it back on a test. The

         information may or may not be personally interesting to the student. It may or may not “stick” or be transferable to other

         areas of endeavor. The kid who complains, “Why do I have to study [fill in the blank]? I’m never going to need it,” might,

         indeed, have a valid point.

      


      Think back for a moment to your own years as a student. What did you learn then that you can easily pull from memory today?

         Much — perhaps most — of that knowledge will fall into the areas of basic language and math skills. These, of course, are

         both useful and essential for successful adult living. They enable you to communicate effectively, balance your checkbook,

         and calculate a 15 percent tip after a meal at a restaurant. You may realize that you seldom need to summon the rest of the

         compartmentalized material you were required to remember as a student. The names of famous generals, the periodic table, the

         parts of a plant — all these you have probably forgotten or dredge up only occasionally while completing a crossword puzzle.

      


      That’s no crime, except that in the classroom setting the focus on a child’s mastery of specific knowledge — and the time

         spent on it — can have the unfortunate effect of preventing a young person from acquiring ways of thinking that will serve

         her throughout her life.

      


      For another thing, even academically gifted children can feel pressured to maintain good grades and high test scores, a pressure

         that trumps a genuine attraction to learning. One father related how shocked he was when his daughter, a fifth grader, expressed

         panic about her upcoming report card. This dad had always told his daughter that he wanted her to love reading and studying,

         and to explore interesting new things even if she was unsure how to go about it or how successful her exploration would be.

         “Why is my child now saying, ‘I have to get into a competitive high school?’ Who’s telling her this? Is that the message we

         want to send our kids?”

      


      Some children find it satisfactory to go with the flow, to turn in the expected performance and get the high grades, while

         not being particularly interested in any of it. A seventh grader at a prestigious school told us: “There’s a bunch of kids

         in my class who are just really great at playing the game. They get all friendly with the teachers, but then away from school

         they could care less, and they call the teachers jerks.” It can be tempting to play the game when you’re smart and playing

         the game comes easily — and, perhaps, when you are primarily intent on keeping your eye on the prize (as the directors of

         one private school put it to their students): acceptance at a top-tier college.

      


      It’s critical to recognize when a bright child is unchallenged or underchallenged by what’s expected of her in the classroom.

         For many of these youngsters, going to school is time spent rather than time engaged, by which we mean time spent actively

         stretching for ideas and results and working with enthusiasm. Kids are engaged when they get caught up in creative work of

         their own choosing.

      


      CREATIVE-PRODUCTIVE LEARNING: ANOTHER KIND OF SMART


      Creative-productive learning takes place when a youngster is intent on developing an original something, a product that he

         hopes will have a positive impact on an audience of some kind. We might also call it personalized learning by doing. In chapter

         3, we will explain the notions of product and audience in greater detail, but the stories of Ross and Mark suggest elements

         of their meaning.

      


      A young person pursues something that he’s curious about, that amazes him, or that he falls in love with. He puts his abilities

         to work on a problem or area of study that has personal relevance to him and that can be escalated to more demanding levels

         of involvement. Along the way, he develops self-directed learning skills in the areas of planning, organizing, locating and

         using appropriate resources, managing his time, making decisions, and evaluating how he’s doing.

      


      Throughout this book, we will share many stories of creatively productive children. Some worked independently; some worked

         together in small groups. Here are a few examples:

      


      •  A first grader became wildly excited about the possibility of writing her own short story and producing it as a pop-up book.

            She quickly learned this was no easy task and struggled through four or five drafts of the story before starting on the illustrations

            and the mechanics of making them pop. Her mother found her a how-to book, and that helped. The girl’s work area was littered

            with the results of many attempts at folding paper and gluing before she proudly presented her completed, successfully popping-up

            book to the school library.


      •  A fourth grader became concerned about the fact that her mom was returning to school to become a lawyer and that pretty soon

            both her parents, for the first time, would be away from home for most of the day. She thought about how she might help herself

            adapt to this changed situation, and then she began to wonder what other kids thought about it or did when both parents worked

            long hours. Over a number of months, she surveyed many of her classmates as well as personnel at a local guidance center,

            gathering information and tips. The end result was a printed pamphlet called “When Both Parents Work” that explained a variety

            of typical feelings and useful coping strategies.


      •  A six-year-old Massachu setts boy participated in a school enrichment program on starting a business and came up with the

            idea of a company that designs and produces buttons, those cardboard pin-on-your-shirt decorative accessories. He learned

            some rudiments of the business world — borrowing a small amount of start-up money for supplies, getting his dad to purchase

            a simple button-making machine for him — and went to work.


      Over the course of a year, he made and sold colorful buttons commemorating birthdays, holidays, and special community events

            and ended up with a profit of more than $250. He insisted on donating his earnings to a local charity that collected funds

            for gloves and hats for needy children in his town. (When we visited him to check out his button factory, he offered to give

            us one of his buttons, but if we wanted any more we’d have to buy them, he said, “because I’ve got a business to run.”)


      •  Eight sixth-grade girls in a school in Maryland worried about the health of their town’s lake and the ducks that lived there.

            After researching the situation, the girls concluded that a large part of the problem was the tendency of people strolling

            around the lake to feed the birds chunks of bread. Consequently, the ducks went after and ingested anything that looked like

            a chunk of bread, including pieces of Styrofoam and other harmful substances. In addition, uneaten bread that sank to the

            bottom of the lake was causing dangerous organic growth and polluting the water.


      Through T-shirts, brochures, and signs they designed, these kids set about educating people about the dangers of feeding bread

            to ducks. They even managed to have a number of cracked-corn dispensers installed around the lake (cracked corn being suitable

            feed for hungry ducks), a project that took about two years and involved meetings with city officials, contacts with humane

            offices, and some promotion in the local media. The Mighty Duck Savers, as the girls became known, received a commendation

            from their state senator and also won the 1996 President’s Environmental Youth Award.


      The stories of the button maker and the duck savers point to another common aspect of creative giftedness. Often, the efforts

         of a creatively gifted child do not take place in the classroom. Rather, they might occur in research laboratories, artist’s

         studios, theaters, film and video production sets, business offices, restaurants, the family basement, the great outdoors,

         or almost anywhere that products, performances, and services are pursued.

      


      In our programs for schools — developed following our School-wide Enrichment Model (SEM) — we call involvement in such activities

         higher-end learning, enrichment learning, or independent learning. The SEM engages all kids, not only the “gifted and talented,”

         with enjoyable and challenging project-based experiences that are constructed around individual preferences. We might also

         call this dynamic learning, a path by which a youngster becomes not just a consumer of knowledge following the four-P style

         of instruction but also a producer of original work that is an outgrowth of his personal strengths and interests. The two

         kinds of learning are not incompatible, of course. Certainly, many young people earning top grades in school year after year

         are also capable of wonderfully innovative accomplishments. But many with less-than-stellar grades are too.

      


      It’s important to understand that IQ and test scores are inadequate measures of potential. Many IQ tests are less an indication

         of a child’s pure “natural ability” than a measure of specific achievement — in vocabulary, reading comprehension, or math.

         The inexact correspondence of creativity with IQ makes sense after a brief and broad consideration of history, which suggests

         that the creative and productive people of the world — the producers, not the consumers, of knowledge — are the ones recognized

         as gifted individuals. History does not necessarily remember people who scored high on IQ tests and learned their lessons

         well.

      


      Earlier, we asked, what is giftedness and how do we develop it? As our discussion so far suggests, the answer lies in looking

         not for a “gifted child” but for a child who displays or has the potential to display gifted behaviors. Our research over

         the years has clearly demonstrated that such behaviors emerge when three clusters of traits are present and interact with

         one another.

      


      GIFTEDNESS: THE THREE-RING CONCEPTION


      The traditional approach to the study of gifted children might lead one to believe that giftedness is magically bestowed on

         a child, a golden chromosome she does or does not have. Add to that the bandying about of such terms as truly gifted, moderately gifted, and borderline gifted, and we might be searching for silver and bronze chromosomes as well. To the contrary, studies show that giftedness is not

         an absolute or static state of being but a dynamic condition that can occur if an appropriate interaction takes place between

         a child and a particular area of human endeavor.

      


      In our writings, we have often expressed this concept in a drawing — a Venn diagram — of three overlapping circles, emphasizing

         that the coming together of three attributes is what provides the fertile ground for the development of gifted behaviors.

         Those three attributes are above-average ability, task commitment, and creativity.

      


      •  Above-average ability: A youngster who possesses above-average ability is, in a general sense, a child with basic smarts.

            She can reason fairly well, express herself fluently and coherently, think abstractly, remember things, process information

            appropriately — all indications of a fairly high, though not necessarily exceptional or superior, level of intelligence. Ability

            is generally stable. If your child is very good at math at the moment, for example, chances are she was good at math two months

            ago and will still be good at it two years from now. Such abilities can be mea sured fairly reliably through cognitive tests

            and homework grades, which is why educators feel comfortable using these rubrics to determine who is admitted to a “gifted”

            program and who is not.


      Above-average ability might also be demonstrated in areas that are not possible to assess strictly in terms of intelligence

            — for example, ballet, musical composition, sculpture, photography, and leadership.
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      •  Task commitment: Call it motivation, perseverance, endurance, determination, hard work, or stick-to-it-iveness. The English

            scientist and writer Sir Francis Galton described “a nature which, when left to itself, will, urged by an inherent stimulus,

            climb the path that leads to eminence and has strength to reach the summit — on which, if hindered or thwarted, will fret

            and strive until the hindrance is overcome, and it is again free to follow its laboring instinct.”


      A child with a hearty laboring instinct shows a desire to find things out for herself, a laser-beam focus directed toward

            a goal that will be pursued until it is satisfactorily attained. The child, consequently, has an ability and willingness to

            put off completion or success until all avenues have been explored, until she’s “got it right.” Task commitment of this nature

            is typically demonstrated within the context of a particular and present problem or interest.


      •  Creativity: We once asked a young boy, “What’s half of eight?” “Three,” he replied. “And how did you come up with that answer?”

            He wrote the numeral 8 on his paper with a pencil, then erased the left half, producing a 3. A wrong answer, obviously. And

            yet we might also think, how interesting; this boy is considering the solution figuratively rather than semantically or numerically,

            a creative approach — which is not to suggest that he need never learn that half of eight is actually four.


      Creativity is being playful with ideas or being willing to be playful. It’s kicking around possibilities, approaching at least

            some of the world with an attitude of “what would happen if… ?” It’s sometimes going against convention and traditional ways

            of doing things, and being unafraid to challenge the status quo or the common modus operandi. Originality of thought, openness

            to experience, receptivity to that which is new and different or maybe even irrational, willingness to take risks in thought

            and action, sensitivity to the aesthetic characteristics of ideas and things — all these define creativity.


      Unlike ability, task commitment and creativity cannot, obviously, be assessed through typical testing procedures. A child

         is not “creative” or “not creative” in the same way she is “good at math” or “not good at math.” So we say that task commitment

         and creativity are variable rather than permanent.

      


      Now, you may be thinking that our three-ring model oversimplifies the story of what accounts for gifted behaviors. And indeed,

         they do not exist in a vacuum. One mother explained her children’s accomplishments in this way: “They’re all smart, all good

         students. My son, the oldest, is serious and highly responsible — a supposedly typical first-born — and he’s intent on becoming

         a doctor like his father, which, I have to say, pleases us to no end. He’s outstanding in science. Our middle child is on

         the shy side. She’s pursuing modern dance; that’s the niche she’s making for herself, partly, I think, because she believes

         her brother is the academic star. My youngest daughter is gregarious, flirty, a charmer. She’s the social leader and organizer.

         So I think the way their gifts are emerging has a lot to do with their very different personalities and also with their attempts

         to kind of stake out separate territories for themselves within the family. I just think a lot of stuff goes into this.”

      


      She’s undoubtedly right, and birth order or the dynamics that exist among several children in a family may be one aspect of

         that “stuff.” Common sense, as well as hundreds of research studies, tells us that many factors probably contribute to any

         reasonable explanation of how and why some kids display gifted behaviors, while others do not. Aspects of personality (such

         as self-perception, character, temperament, a need for achievement, ego strength, “charisma”) and aspects of the environment

         (parental expectations or personalities, siblings, the availability of role models, physical illness or well-being, money)

         all might be part of the picture.

      


      Yet those aspects may come to bear in unpredictable or even counterintuitive ways. Each of us probably knows or can remember

         a young person who grew up with every seeming advantage — personal attractiveness, a good education, a stable childhood —

         but in adult life showed no evidence of creative productivity or perhaps even happiness. And we know or have heard about individuals

         whose early years were marked by deprivation, frustration, trauma, and lack of opportunity who nevertheless soared to worthy

         accomplishment or even greatness — and for whom, perhaps, those unfortunate early experiences were triggers for subsequent

         productivity.

      


      But aside from the impossibility of mapping a path to success that accommodates the almost limitless number of combinations

         between and among the different potential factors, and the mysteries of human nature as well, there is a particular reason

         we have concentrated our talent-development efforts on the three rings. It’s not difficult to see that many, if not most,

         of the variables of personality and environment in a young person’s life exist beyond the realm of direct influence. Many

         are long-term developmental traits or genetically determined traits. Others are simply matters of chance. In contrast, our

         research has clearly shown that the attributes described in the three-ring conception of giftedness — particularly creativity

         and task commitment — are modifiable and can be influenced in a highly positive fashion by the right kinds of learning experiences.

      


      The interaction of the three attributes is what leads to the display of a child’s gifted behaviors, with the emphasis on interaction.

         A bright girl comes across something that stimulates her interest. She gets a creative idea relating to her interest and decides

         to do something about it or with it, and thus her commitment to a task begins to emerge. A deepening commitment, in turn,

         triggers the process of creative problem solving. Creativity and task commitment almost always feed off and energize each

         other.

      


      Along the way, parents can set the stage for those right kinds of learning experiences by providing encouragement, opportunity,

         and appropriate resources.

      


      SCHOOL-BASED GIFTED PROGRAMS


      Fortunately, in recent years this whole matter of children’s intelligence and how kids learn and thrive has dramatically advanced

         from earlier lockstep notions of who’s smart and who’s not. Developmental psychologist Howard Gardner identified “multiple

         intelligences” and called intelligence “the ability to solve problems, or create products, that are valued within one or more

         cultural settings.” Psychologist Daniel Goleman termed “emotional intelligence” more important than IQ and proved the significance

         of characteristics such as self-motivation, self-confidence, and empathy as factors in eventual success. Pediatrician and

         learning expert Mel Levine has written that children learn in different ways and that every child can succeed.

      


      All this is good. Nevertheless, our schools still routinely tend to identify the best and the brightest among their populations

         according to limited criteria. And kids typically selected for gifted programs are excellent test takers and lesson learners.

         Although the U.S. Department of Education sets forth a definition of gifted and talented children that includes several criteria

         aside from academic achievement — including personal recommendations and other more subjective factors — most school systems

         still focus on the more easily measured characteristics of cognitive intelligence, achievement, and aptitude. IQ, test scores,

         and grade point averages are key. In many districts, only the top 3 to 5 percent make the cut.

      


      (A bit of perspective: Some years ago, a group of researchers conducted a comprehensive study aimed at estimating the IQs

         of 282 famous individuals from the past. Among those who would not have been accepted into a gifted program that established

         an IQ score of 130 as the cutoff were Cervantes, Copernicus, Raphael, Rembrandt, Martin Luther, Antoine Lavoisier, Henry Fielding,

         Ben Jonson, Joseph Haydn, Johann Sebastian Bach, Abraham Lincoln, Carolus Linnaeus, John Locke, and Jonathan Swift.)

      


      Too many schools also overemphasize achievement in all content areas. A child typically must excel in every subject in order

         to be admitted to a gifted program or an enrichment program. This occurs despite the fact that many if not most innovators

         and leaders in the adult world would not claim to be well above average in math, science, reading, writing, social studies,

         and history all at once.

      


      In any case, not all enrichment programs are created equal. What happens in many programs — adjuncts of the regular curriculum

         — often is not terribly challenging. The youngster is pulled out from her class to spend an hour or two weekly in a “resource

         room” with a random assortment of kits, puzzles, and other fun activities. And the child may be delighted. Kids consistently

         express great enthusiasm for special programs, which may be akin to their enthusiasm for recess. Certainly, it must be enjoyable

         for students to take a break from the more inflexible, testable work of the classroom and have some freedom to choose how

         they’ll apply themselves for the next sixty minutes or so. It may also be enjoyable to sprawl on a rug on the floor rather

         than to sit at a desk or a table.

      


      Getting away from prescribed textbook lessons and freedom to choose are precisely among the opportunities we urge on talented

         young people. But when there’s not much evidence of continuity or systematic development of thinking and feeling processes

         in such programs, not enough is happening to lead a child into higher-end learning, or experiences that promote creativity,

         investigative study, and advanced thinking skills. Even some innovative adjunct programs tend to become, within a short time,

         overly structured and institutionalized in practice. A focus on creative thinking, with all the best intentions, easily slides

         into the kind of formulaic activity that characterizes the less enlightened curriculum.

      


      The parent who remarked that her daughter didn’t “seem to be doing much” in her gifted program was probably right about that.

         In too many cases, schools are merely keeping bright kids occupied with a prescribed curriculum, albeit at a more advanced

         level, rather than genuinely capitalizing on students’ strengths.

      


      PARENTS IN THE PICTURE


      Now we must correct some erroneous impressions we may have inadvertently made.


      Is there anything wrong with getting all As? If you are the parent of one of those academically gifted, straight-A girls or

         boys, should you be worried? Of course not. Pat your child on the back for earning an excellent report card.

      


      Is there anything wrong with wanting (or wanting your child) to go to Harvard? Certainly not. Getting a degree from a widely

         admired college can mean getting an outstanding education — and it might also be a point of pride and a source of cachet for

         a lifetime.

      


      Are schools and the people who teach in them the villains of this story? Not at all. Many of the examples of the creative-productive

         work of bright kids sprinkled throughout this book are based on the real-life accomplishments of successful school enrichment

         programs and dedicated teachers. But successes require determination on the part of those skilled teachers, and the support

         of inspired principals as well. It’s not easy. The dismal reality is that many imaginative, deeply committed teachers are

         themselves unhappy and frustrated by local and federal mandates to raise schoolwide achievement levels. Adhering to curriculum

         guides and endless lists of standards that must be covered, teaching large numbers of students with diverse needs, and pressure

         to improve test scores can dim the lights of any dedicated educator. There’s not enough time in the day, or sometimes money

         in reserve, to allow for more than the basics.

      


      Here is the message we do want to convey: A lot of what goes on in school seeks to turn out a child who is an accomplished

         consumer and repeater of existing knowledge. Your child has plenty of opportunity to be a consumer. But she also needs dynamic

         learning environments to realize her strengths and to gain a sense of purpose. You can help to provide these environments.

      


      Your child’s gifted potential, curiosity, or interest in learning more about something, and ability to become engaged in challenging

         work related to it, come to the fore because of a combination of experiences:

      


      1. Basic ability must be present, and any bright youngster has that. Gifted behaviors emerge when a level of drive and task

         commitment, coupled with creative spark, are added to ability. This is the “internal stuff” your child has to offer the world.

      


      2. In order to thrive and blossom, she needs the right school support.


      3. In order to thrive and blossom, she needs the right home support.


      If she is one of the fortunate ones, your child is in a school that not only encourages accomplished schoolhouse results but

         that also helps her stretch and grow by engaging in the kind of higher-end learning we’re talking about. If she is not so

         fortunate, there may not be much you can do to improve her classroom day (though in chapter 10, we offer some workable suggestions

         on how to involve yourself in the school and determine if and how some of your child’s strengths and interests can be meaningfully

         incorporated in what is required of her there).

      


      But what you can absolutely do is provide parental support through the enrichment strategies we describe in the following

         chapters.

      


      DYNAMIC LEARNING: THE SHORT- AND LONG-TERM PAYOFFS


      When children pursue their passions and set about creating something new, there are splendid payoffs. We’ve seen the effects

         through interviews with many young people and in our longitudinal research. They become genuinely engaged explorers and investigators.

         They show remarkable degrees of initiative and sheer enjoyment. Many experience heightened enthusiasm for learning in general.

         They do better in school.

      


      But perhaps best of all, they gain a sense of their own power to make things happen, and the confidence to believe they will

         succeed and to pursue increasingly challenging levels of work. This is what noted psychologist Albert Bandura calls self-efficacy,

         a trait almost universally associated with highly successful people. Working on independent, personally selected projects

         promotes in a child the awareness that he can come up with more robust, more important results than he might have imagined.

      


      What must take place, after all, in the mind and heart of a child who creates and sells buttons at age six, an age when the

         only other reward coming his way might be a gold star on a spelling test? Or in a child who sees she has been helpful, maybe

         comforting, to kids like herself whose parents are away from home all day? Such early-in-life success stories develop skills

         and competencies, but they also influence a child’s self-perception. If successful young people articulated their feelings,

         they might say things like this:

      


      “I can solve hard problems when I work at them.”


      “I can find another solution if the first one doesn’t work.”


      “I’m good at sticking with something I started.”


      “I can locate what I need in order to accomplish what I want to do.”


      “I’m resourceful; I know how to handle new situations.”


      Bandura, the father of self-efficacy theory, writes: “People who regard themselves as highly efficacious act, think, and feel

         differently from those who perceive themselves as inefficacious. They produce their own future rather than simply foretell

         it.”

      


      See accomplishment in your child’s future.


      Celebrate as he begins to produce it.


   

      CHAPTER 2


      [image: art]


      Dreamers, Challengers,
and One-Track Minds


      The Child Who Stands Out from the Classroom Crowd


      In our expanded conception of giftedness, we raise questions about the “gifted child” label, because our research has demonstrated

         that many children have the potential to display gifted behaviors at certain times and under certain conditions. This is not

         necessarily a widely held notion, and for years many studies have focused on identifying “the gifted.”

      


      This fascination is nothing new. Indeed, throughout recorded history, and probably before that, people have been curious about

         those who demonstrate superior talents, and what makes them tick. Much modern research has been concerned with how gifted

         kids look, sound, think, and act, largely in an effort to help educators better meet their needs in school and in supplemental

         programs. The conclusion: There is no one absolute profile. Gifted and talented learners are not a homogeneous group; rather, they are many, varied, unique,

         and diverse.

      


      However, among youngsters in this population, studies do seem to indicate a number of common characteristics that are not

         shared by other learners. And so we are able to provide a few reliable and useful insights about children with high creativity, remarkable academic potential, and

         motivation to pursue challenging work. Some of those insights may be both surprising and reassuring. They may help to explain

         a few things.

      


      Consider the phrase, “a child who stands out from the crowd.” Some bright children distinguish themselves as classroom stars

         — obviously smart, willing to work, responsive. Teachers love them — and why wouldn’t they? Other bright youngsters stand

         out for less appealing reasons. They attract the attention of educators who can’t figure out how to “get through” to them.

         Or their peers find them annoying and distracting. Parents worry about the negative reports coming home.

      


      Of particular interest, since it relates closely to the point of view we offer in this book, research findings lend credence

         to our theories about the distinction between schoolhouse learners and creative-productive learners. Creatively talented children

         may exhibit characteristics that differ not only from “average” learners but from academically gifted children as well.

      


      The creatively gifted child tends to be an independent and original thinker, curious about many things, willing to take risks,

         and attracted to the novel and the complex. He will attack a topic of interest with energy and enthusiasm, showing a high

         tolerance for ambiguity and a willingness to surmount obstacles and persevere. He demonstrates what’s called a global mode of information processing — thinking abstractly, generalizing, and extrapolating.
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