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REVIEWS


Gifted?: The Shift to Enrichment, Challenge and Equity isn’t just another piece of academic dribble; it’s a heartfelt manifesto for true inclusivity in our schools. As someone deeply invested in educational equity, I found this book resonating with the very principles I hold dear. It offers a critical yet hopeful examination of how we can stretch all minds, not just the ones we’ve pre-labelled as ‘gifted’. This book is a clarion call to dismantle barriers and cultivate a landscape where every student can soar. If you, like me, believe in nurturing every child’s potential and are seeking actionable insights to make this a reality, this book is an essential read. It’s a potent reminder that enrichment isn’t a privilege for the few but a right for all.

Leisa Grace Wilson, editorial director, Teach Middle East and Schoolfinder.ae

This book is an eye-opening read, dispelling the myths of ‘gifted and talented’ that have been circulating schools for far too long. Morgan flips this idea of an elite few being ‘gifted’ and instead advocates for a ‘challenge-for-all’ approach, allowing children of all backgrounds to have a level playing field in a truly inclusive learning environment. This evidence-based book will provide you with the essential pedagogy to begin building opportunities in the classroom that truly embrace inclusivity. Let’s stop putting that lid on education, which creates a systemic bias towards those who should be successful, and instead provide a system where all can achieve.

Cat Chowdhary, author of So… What Does an Outstanding Teacher Do?

This is an important book, different to anything I have ever read before, and one I can highly and wholeheartedly recommend to anyone in education who believes every child deserves to succeed and thrive.

Kate Jones, author of Love to Teach, Retrieval Practiceand Smashing Glass Ceilings

Gifted?: The Shift to Enrichment, Challenge and Equity delivers a powerful wake-up call to the educational community. With razor-sharp insight and genuine conviction, Morgan dismantles the outdated notion of ‘gifted and talented’ and champions a bold new approach to teaching and learning. Through compelling arguments and practical strategies, this book implores educators to embrace inclusivity, equity and rigorous challenge for all students. This book is a must-read for anyone committed to transforming education and creating a more equitable future for our students.

Stephen Moffatt, deputy head, MA, NPQH

As educators, it’s our goal to create rigorous challenge for all students. In this book, Morgan explores the research behind the strategies that help provide teachers with practical advice and guidance on how we can empower our students so that all your students can achieve mastery. I strongly recommend this book to any new or experienced teacher seeking a research-informed guide on supporting every student.

Steve Oakes, author of The Student Mindset

Morgan Whitfeld’s excellent Gifted?: The Shift to Enrichment, Challenge and Equity brings fresh energy to this important area of educational thinking, presenting a vision for curriculum and pedagogy that is simultaneously challenging and inclusive. I love the extended circus metaphor that runs through the book, guiding us along a tightrope and through rings of fire as we explore the problematic ‘gifted’ concept, then leading us up to the Big Boom of learner autonomy. It’s an engaging book full of conviction and insight, and I would highly recommend it as an addition to any CPD library.

Tom Sherrington

Morgan, in this book, joins the ever-growing number of colleagues who have moved away from provision for the gifted and instead introduced high challenge for everyone, in the evidence-informed belief that almost all students are capable of high performance. Constructing excellence in individuals, rather than responding to it in some individuals, brings us closer to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s objective of all students learning at high levels rather than just some. Morgan provides a really practical guide to help teachers work in this way.

Dr Deborah Eyre of High Performance Learning

A thought-provoking book that establishes a clear direction not only for teachers and their organisations, but more importantly, for regulators and governing bodies. Coming away from the attainment ceilings created in schools is integral to improving the socio-economic status of our children and their life chances. Gifted?: The Shift to Enrichment, Challenge and Equity provides a realistic and universal way to achieve this.

Kyle Knott, principal, Newlands School Dubai

In a time where the world seemingly hangs in the balance with much of what we know being challenged, Gifted?: The Shift to Enrichment, Challenge and Equity packs a huge punch in confronting age-old predispositions. Full of evidence-based research, inquiry and sensible solutions to move learning forward for all young people. Morgan writes with passion, enthusiasm, and a laser-focused lens on breaking barriers and building bridges so that all students can flourish where it matters most: education. I challenge any educator to read this book and not come away from it with a renewed sense of purpose; it’s a must-read for all working in education!

Olly Lewis, author of The EdTech Playbook










Dedicated to the most inspiring educators I know, Mom and Dad.












Foreword


In the spirit of transparency, I should begin by stating I know Morgan in a personal and professional capacity. I worked alongside Morgan and we shared an office space. Now former colleagues, we have remained friends. This may appear to be a biased foreword, but I consider this to be a foreword written by someone who knows the author and has seen her interact with students, parents, carers and colleagues. I have listened to Morgan present on this topic, which she is very passionate, enthusiastic and knowledgeable about. I have now had the privilege to read her thoughts, experience and advice all captured together in this wonderful book. I can tell the reader with confidence that this author does practise what she preaches and does so with determination for all children to succeed.

My first leadership role was ‘more able and talented coordinator’. This was a whole-school position that focused on supporting teachers and students to ensure the most-able learners were achieving their potential. This was a very data-driven role, as the grades and scores told me which students to target and challenge. In all honesty, I wasn’t fully sure how to do this, but the aim was clear: ensure the students predicted the top grades achieve those grades.

Within my classes, I knew the students who had a passion for history and a wealth of historical knowledge, but those students weren’t always on the gifted register. The data was based on cognitive ability tests, which do not include humanities-based questions but focus on aspects like spatial ability and non-verbal problem solving. I didn’t challenge this approach to looking at ‘more-able’, ‘gifted’ and ‘talented’ children, but Morgan tackles this among many other misconceptions and mistakes that have been made in this field. The title itself – Gifted?: The Shift to Enrichment, Challenge and Equity – shows the need for a different approach in schools. Morgan doesn’t just highlight a problem; she provides plenty of practical solutions and well-informed guidance based on evidence and experience.

This book has made me reflect on my own teaching practice and experiences, as well as provided inspiration for future curriculum design, lesson planning and delivery. As stated, my previous role focused on stretching and challenging a small percentage of students who were considered bright. The question is: how do we challenge everyone? Encouraging students to engage with historical sources, interpretations and ambitious texts is one way to stretch and extend in the subject of history, but as a whole-school coordinator I had no idea what this looked like in other subjects outside of my own teaching experience. Morgan shines a light on the importance of the teacher and their knowledge of the curriculum and the knowledge of the learners in their classes.

This book clearly shows how support and challenge are for everyone and the importance of challenging those who would otherwise go unchallenged. Morgan is very clear with her advice throughout the book. As she eloquently states, ‘Teachers have an ethical responsibility to stretch all students and to recognise each pupil as a distinct individual.’ I have not always done this, regrettably, but moving forwards I feel more confident and able to do so.

Challenging the term ‘gifted’ is refreshing and generates vital discussion for teachers and school leaders to consider, reflect on and act on. Conversations about ‘ability’ are essential in every school. This book can help shape the discourse on curriculum aims, quality, delivery and impact. Linked to this is pedagogy and using evidence-informed approaches to support and enhance teaching and learning, which Morgan explores in detail and depth.

I found the examples and evidence woven throughout the book to be fascinating as well as insightful. From the Bronx to Kent, from debunking learning styles and checking cognitive biases, there is a wealth of information for the teacher and leader to absorb, reflect on and learn from. This is an important book, different to anything I have ever read before, and one I can highly and wholeheartedly recommend to anyone in education who believes every child deserves to succeed and thrive.

Kate Jones
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Introduction



Giftedness is not a thing. It has no physical reality, no weight, no mass. It is a social construct, not a fact of nature. It is something that was invented, not discovered.

Dr James Borland, 2005, p. 14

I celebrate teaching that enables transgressions—a movement against and beyond boundaries. It is that movement which makes education the practice of freedom.

bell hooks, 1994, p. 12



Luka requests a seat at the very front of my class in our first geography lesson. His back is ramrod straight as he sits poised to shoot up his hand at the first opportunity. I recognise this look, a keen expression that beams with confidence and enthusiasm. At the first volley of questions, he speaks too long and too fast. When discussing with his group he gesticulates and argues with zeal. He lingers at my desk at the end of the lesson and trails off on a wonderful tangent about tsunamis. I test him on destructive plate boundaries. He boasts he already understands tectonics because he borrowed the textbook over the summer. Then he eagerly shares that he has conquered naming all the capital cities in 10 minutes and read every article National Geographic has ever published. Luka confides that his dream is to visit the lava fields in Iceland and to someday work in sustainable energy.

Luka has taken up most of the break time and I come out of the interaction amused and smiling. I make a few mental notes about his favourite topics. Then I promptly look up his past test scores and exam results. His last set of reports noted off-task behaviour. His standardised score is middling, internal reports show an average B student and his effort grades across the board are mixed. Would he be identified as gifted? Probably not. Would he benefit from further extension? Yes.

Luka’s case presents a common dilemma for teachers. Is he being stretched and challenged? Does the curriculum have the depth or breadth to captivate him? Is his passion being channelled into higher-order skills and enquiry? A student can be crying out for extension, but data analysis and structures of a school often overlook them. He won’t appear to be underachieving by tests that measure his ‘potential’. He is meeting age-related expectations. Yet he is being underserved. Students may be unintentionally hidden – we need to find them.

Once we see a student who needs more challenge, how do we provide it? Do we simply progress through the materials at a faster pace? As a subject teacher, I can give Luka extra exercises in my lessons, direct him to the Model United Nations after school or assign him podcasts to ‘learn around’ the subject. These are all valuable, but can also be narrow, unavailable or passive respectively. Luka starts with intellectual curiosity, and I should be creating opportunities for exploration, innovation and mastery. Luka’s passion could easily be stamped out when it should be sparked.

Let’s take a peek at how education has traditionally characterised ‘gifted and talented’. Gifted commonly refers to academic subjects, arguably what are considered core subjects like English, mathematics and the sciences. Defining talent has been more subjective, done by observing excellence in practical application subjects such as physical education and dance. Note that I don’t specify ‘gifted’ as current attainment and performance in academic subjects. Giftedness can often have a narrow definition where a single cognitive ability test score can trump all other criteria. Students may be identified with the assumption that they are universally advanced, or highlighted based on standardised assessment, as opposed to interest in the subject or characteristics of effective learning. Incomplete, limited and divisive – identification can be reductive. As a fellow teacher recently commented to me, ‘G&T? Seriously? Is that still a thing?’

Provision for ‘gifted and talented’, ‘more able’ or ‘high-ability’ students is a hot-button issue for teachers. In any staffroom, the topic proves polarising – selective programmes can be elitist, exclusive and antiquated. Gifted and talented programmes have a profound history of racism, sexism and ableism. Streaming, ability setting, pull-out groups and gifted classes are problematic and broadly entrench social immobility. At the same time, there have been national panics about the lack of progress for more able learners (Wilshaw and Ofsted, 2016). There is an expectation that these students are provided with additional challenge. School programming for those identified varies widely, from acceleration to mentorship to special extracurricular activities. A policy may simply dictate that the ‘high-aptitude’ students be assigned more difficult work and take exams earlier. Identifying students who seemingly deserve a higher investment beyond the classroom is a tricky proposition. For instance, the top 2% by any measure is a simplistic way to label and divide a set of students. As Dr James Borland writes of giftedness: ‘This simplistic dichotomization of humanity into two distinct, mutually exclusive groups, the gifted and the rest (the ungifted?), is so contrary to our experience in a variety of other spheres of human endeavour as to cause one to wonder how it has survived so long in this one’ (Borland, 2005, p. 7).

‘Gifted and talented’ is a zombie. It is dead, but still walking around. There are new labels to stratify students – ‘more able’, ‘significantly able’, ‘high-end learners’. New labels do not equal new thinking. The concept of ‘gifted’ is still stubbornly embedded in our educational structures. Semantics can take over the debate as the term ‘G&T’ is slowly being removed from registers and seating plans across the world, but a pedagogical focus still revolves around a classification. New language is inadequate as there are issues in identification processes that hinder engagement and motivation, or mask underachievement. ‘More able’ is not only a measure of academics – students can be ‘more able’ when they have more financial resources, more access, more visibility, more support or more cultural acceptance. Given the fraught nature of G&T provision, there has been a move towards more egalitarian and progressive implementation. This is why education is shifting towards whole-school enrichment programmes, challenge for all and equity.

This book has one simple thesis: enrichment and challenge are for everyone. This is a principle designed to ensure the accessibility of opportunities. It is not a blanket statement – students have different needs and unique barriers, so we should vary our teaching strategies. Teachers have an ethical responsibility to stretch all students and to recognise each pupil as a distinct individual. Like any other need, those students who require extension should be actively developed. The goal of effective instruction is to challenge those who would otherwise go underchallenged. I wish to explore practices to stretch all students in and out of the classroom.


Enrichment, Challenge for All and Equity

Enrichment is providing opportunities for extension that enhance, deepen, complement and elevate learning for all students. We can enrich our curriculum, pedagogy, mindset and educational structures.

Challenge for all is an inclusive approach to instruction, whereby every student is invited, and given the tools, to reach a place of mastery.

Equity is a principle and process for fairness and social justice. The principle means acknowledging that we do not all start from the same place, so must create opportunities for all individuals and communities to thrive. The process is ongoing, requiring us to identify and overcome intentional and unintentional systemic barriers.



Gifted? The title of this book places a hard emphasis on the question mark to indicate an era that is ending. The word ‘gifted’ is uncomfortable – we should interrogate why. The word automatically creates a category of students. My argument is simply this: we don’t need a category. What I suggest is that we reimagine challenge. Challenge is not reserved for a special classification of students, it is not a race to the top, nor is it guaranteed when we differentiate. The ‘gifted’ mindset needs more than a rebrand; it requires an overhaul and change in ethos. Educators should acknowledge the inherent privilege and invisible hurdles of gifted provision. Keep the challenge and remove the exclusivity.

There are schools and programmes that have been trailblazing – opening doors for all students. These success stories make for a fascinating study as they have put on new lenses and implemented initiatives with equity in mind. This is the transition in thinking from ‘developing gifted students’ to creating enriching ecosystems. We need structures that embrace diversity, and conditions wherein educators foster enquiry and cogitation. We can target those who need extension, while simultaneously opening doors for all. To reimagine giftedness, we need to embrace enrichment, challenge and equity.


The Shift to Enrichment

In this first section, we will be looking at the tricky business of identification, scrutinising the messy repercussions, getting a crash course in gifted research and surveying the debates surrounding giftedness. All of this is designed to take you on a journey that ends in enrichment for everyone.

As educators, we want our instruction to continuously extend our learners. The gifted paradigm tends to court controversy, and there are deep divides about how we provide extension. Typical interventions involve acceleration, special classes or bespoke after-school activities. Cognitive ability testing, setting or tracking, and invite-only programming all have strong proponents and detractors. Dividing students into streams and selective gifted programmes has left students out – most crucially, those from historically marginalised communities. The achievement gap is an opportunity gap (Carter and Welner, 2013). Creating inclusivity begins with recognising the inequity of gifted structures and understanding why they exist. The history of gifted and talented pedagogy is telling – it exposes the obstacles that have limited (and are still limiting) students’ participation in enrichment activities and the level of challenge they receive in lessons. How can educators confront the complicated origins of ‘giftedness’? Are we measuring what we value? Why are the stakes so high?

An important component is overcoming the larger structural biases. As egalitarian as we hope education can be, the world is mirrored in our institutions. We are all confronting systemic barriers in our schools and recognising our weaknesses. Gifted labels can magnify existing inequity. There are issues with targeting students, as threading the needle of identification is delicate.



The Shift to Challenge for All

We can add challenge to our curriculum (what we teach), our pedagogy (how we teach it) and our mindset (who we are including). Transforming our teaching practice begins with examining our presuppositions and then evaluating what impactful challenge for all looks like in action. There is fantastic literature on powerful knowledge, teaching to the top and personalised responsive teaching. All students should be given an overarching challenge to reach.

There are pervasive narratives that educators should prioritise extension for some students and not others. We may assume that ‘more-able’ students can independently get on with work. There is the myth that the trick to teaching is pitching lessons judiciously to the ‘middle ability’, and then differentiating up and down. When I began my career, I simply tagged an extension question onto every task for students who completed the work quickly – it ticked a box. It was only after my first year of teaching that I realised how ineffective this was. Later I developed the principles of a) challenge-first instruction, b) invite all and c) not more, but interesting. I completely changed my tactics when it came to establishing expectations. The more I taught, the more I was willing to trial new strategies. How can we upend traditional lesson formats? What tools can we give students to dive deep? How can we build autonomy in our learners? What does critical thinking and collaboration look like in action? How do we facilitate student-led learning? It is useful to put a spotlight on oracy, debate-centred argumentation, discussion-based instruction, metacognition and project-based learning. This is the optimistic and enthusiastic realisation of enrichment: it brings the curriculum to life and stimulates a lifelong love of learning.

There are the challenges of challenge. Students have capacity but may face barriers in actualising or demonstrating their skills. This could be due to neurodivergence, speaking in a second language, trauma, cultural bias, economic context, social exclusion or stereotype threat, to name a few examples. Teaching and learning is not one size fits all. Listening to students is the first step; giving them a platform for that voice is the next.



The Shift to Equity

Diversity, equity and inclusion are the foundation of enrichment and challenge for all, and designing from this lens can uplift students from any starting point. This book looks at how teaching and learning practices are inextricably linked to equity. Whole-school policies and leadership buy-in can confront structural barriers, address student needs, empower staff and lend parity to equity-seeking groups. Culturally responsive instruction supports high levels of learning. This requires diverse leadership, ongoing continuous professional development and a reflective staff. Gifted programmes have traditionally been a place of selection and elitism. We want to establish safe and inclusive learning spaces. Enrichment requires a diversity of voices and expanded methods for feedback.

Gifted models have been underpinned by specific worldviews. How have gifted ideas been advanced, critiqued and transfigured? How has pedagogy evolved to challenge for all? Borrowing and learning from current best practice, then implementing with accessibility and inclusion in mind, is key. Launching enrichment programming in your school can be powerful, especially if tailored to the context of your pupils and community. The goal is an electric environment for students. We will examine how initiatives can be enacted while still respecting the golden rule: enrichment is for everyone.

It is important to recognise the dialogue required to tackle these issues. I write about equity as a person who has privilege. I hope to capture the nuance of these discussions but recognise that many problems of inequity are not my lived experience. My goal is to not own the conversation. There is a history of white allies dominating the research, policy creation and ‘championing visions of equity and inclusion yet to be endorsed by the people of color they claim to support’. (Douglass Horsford, 2021). Whenever I think I have a perfect solution, I encounter a difficult reality. I have made policy mistakes, overlooked students and fallen into classic ‘gifted and talented’ traps. I’ve also entered into spirited debates with my colleagues and evolved my perspective.

A challenge-for-all philosophy can drive achievement and improve student outcomes in the short and long term. To that end, I’ve witnessed the changes in the self-regard, resilience and ambitions of young people. Building enthusiasm and engagement means welcoming all students into enrichment initiatives. I am constantly surprised by how pupils have risen far above any expectation I could have set. Students have left me awestruck, astonished and amazed. This book is a reflection of my experience establishing enrichment programmes over the past decade. My classroom practice has changed dramatically in how I extend students. A challenge-for-all approach has reinvigorated my teaching and has the power to revolutionise school ethos. The shift to enrichment, challenge and equity creates magnificent possibilities. The message to all students should be: you belong here.
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