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Key characteristics of gifted learners in English 
 
 
Cognitive and communicative dimensions of Gifted and Talented pupils in English: the 
NAGTY focus 
 
Despite the existence of high-ability profiles and descriptors available (see annex), the NAGTY 
English Think Tank has been concerned to develop a profile that goes beyond the usual 
constituents of English as necessarily text-based. Areas in which gifts and talents may be 
seen or produced include visual, textual and physical enactments of communication, group 
processes and individual communication. The NAGTY Think Tank considered the following three 
inter-related issues, and specifically how the third of these issues impacts on the first: 
 

 Pedagogy: classroom practice for teaching & learning 
 Curriculum: “English” content, multi-textual and other 
 Assessment for Learning: identifying hierarchies of attainment within discrete skills and 

activities for providing challenge 
 
The following notes attempt to define G&T attainment in English in more holistic terms which 
may apply at all ages, and not only in relation to speaking, reading or writing. What is likely to 
distinguish many of the most able is a cognitive ability that may show itself in thinking before it 
shows itself in others ways and sometimes in relation to stimuli other than texts. 
 
 
Gifted learners are capable of: 
 
1 Responsiveness: natural and ready responses to a broad range of familiar and unfamiliar 
ideas /language/situations/roles. 
 
2 Communication: tentative and/or confident communication of ideas and responses to a broad 
range of ideas/language/situations/roles. 
 
3a Referencing and interrogating: making connections: e.g. comparisons, contrasts and 
contextual citings across a broad range of ideas/ texts/situations/roles. 
 
3b Probing, questioning and challenging the implications of a broad range of 
ideas/texts/situations/roles. 
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High Level Descriptors 
 
1(i) Responding to familiar and unfamiliar texts in ways which demonstrate critical understanding 
and insight using conceptual frameworks and recognising contextual influences. 
 
1(ii) Understanding of intended audiences, authorial purposes and the ways these may affect 
presentational choices. 
 
2(i) Ability to reach well supported and convincing judgements. 
 
2(ii) Prepared to sustain an independent point of view. 
 
2(iii) Where appropriate, can produce a precise, mature style of thought/speech/writing/role – or 
an independent style exploiting irregular or non-conformist thought/speech/writing/role. 
 
2(iv) Respond in a variety of media in elegantly crafted, well constructed, economical, original, 
imaginative, rhetorical or playful ways. 
 
3(i) Adapt and synthesise what is understood from a wide variety of ideas/text/ situations in a 
variety of ways. 
 
3(ii) Adopt attitudes/ideas/perspectives/roles not their own, showing ability to empathise with and 
manage different ideologies and value systems. 
 
 
Curriculum Planning and Planning for a Learning Environment 
 
Creating environments where English encourages learners to: 
 

 Enjoy independence: go beyond the first step to pursue ideas independently and 
recognise divergence and risk 

 Develop breadth: explore a range of ideas/texts/situations and the connections between 
them 

 Explore depth:  seek precision, abstraction and diversity of meanings through their 
speech, reading, writing and enactments 

 Be reflective about: learning processes, use of meta-language and self-evaluation 
 
 
These environments could be developed in the following ways: 
 

 Promoting initiative, playfulness and creative responses to ideas/texts/situations that 
result in an individual voice and alternative interpretations  

 Setting open ended challenges and conferring greater responsibility on learners to 
develop independence 

 Creating opportunities for pupils to chart trails of connections and contrasts 
 Enlarging the environment to include stimulus other than teacher/school/print 
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Problems and Suggested NAGTY Solutions 
 
There are two particular difficulties for most teachers in schools where 
ambition and high success may not have high status in the peer culture - or where teacher 
expertise/confidence is not strong. 
 
1. It is difficult to provide stimulus and specific challenge for the ablest in a mixed 
ability classroom (as all classrooms are) to provide common tasks with consciously embedded 
different demands and outcomes showing a clear hierarchy of attainment. This requires a 
degree of subject-specific expertise in which the teacher is confident of the next rungs on the 
ladder of attainment in any given activity  and can model them  at the same time as supporting 
and valuing others working at lower levels of attainment. Creating a democratic learning 
environment in which various elites may flourish is not easy, and is not best achieved by 
differentiated worksheets or spurious "extension" tasks which are more of the same or a 
disincentive to finish the common task. 
 
2. It is difficult to avoid the trap of providing enrichment specifically for the already-identified G&T 
pupils. Broadening the G&T remit to include the promotion of gifts and talents among those not 
yet showing them is more likely to lead to an enriched curriculum for all. Access and provision 
should be the aim, making youngsters gifted and talented, as well as catering for those already 
gifted and talented. This requires a planning for developmental challenge that takes satisfactory 
performance as the baseline for development and it also requires a willingness to see within 
English a range of pathways, gifts, talents and expertise in development which goes beyond the 
examination-dictated key box-ticks to make a level or a grade. 
 
3. The demise of EIC funding and the consequent transferring of funding to schools means that 
there is a dispersal of resources nationally. Providing a lead so make the best use of these 
dispersed resources is a priority in the coming year. Otherwise, schools will divert funds ad hoc 
and many will busy themselves with re-inventing the wheel. 
 
Hence the need is for teachers to have access to planned resources and activities that are 
inclusive but allow excellence; that meet agreed needs and also create appetites and further 
needs. It would not be unusual for teachers to be less able than those they may be teaching at 
the equivalent age, and their academic attainments more modest than their brightest students 
aspire to. If NAGTY can start by producing a folio of exemplar materials and case studies of best 
practice, all teachers would be grateful for help which enhanced their skills in the minority G&T 
area. The ultimate enhancement of teacher skills would be to make the teaching of all abilities 
more effective by having a secure grasp of what top and bottom attainments look like at various 
stages. A portfolio of students’ work to show what can be done at several of the top rungs in the 
English ladder would be an asset. 
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Other Guidance on Gifted Learners in English 
 
The English curriculum and its assessment outcomes provide some useful indicators of high-
ability performance in English and in Literature. However, KS3 and GCSE descriptors are 
specific to attainment at key stages and specific to attainment in En1, En2 and En3.  
 
These descriptors will necessarily deal with specifics assessed in end of key stage 
examinations, such as spelling, punctuation, grammar and standard English. They are useful 
guides to attainment predicted by examinations, but limited in their usefulness for recognising 
and providing for the ablest learners in thinking beyond the examination box. 
 
 
KS3 criteria: Exceptional performance 
 
Speaking & Listening 
Pupils select and use structures, styles and registers appropriately in a range of contexts, 
varying their vocabulary and expression confidently for a range of purposes. They initiate and 
sustain discussion through the sensitive use of a variety of contributions. They take a leading 
role in discussion and listen with concentration and understanding to varied and complex 
speech. They show assured and fluent use of standard English in a range of situations and for a 
variety of purposes. 
 
Reading 
Pupils confidently sustain their responses to a demanding range of texts, developing their ideas 
and referring in detail to aspects of language, structure and presentation. They make apt and 
careful comparison between texts, including consideration of audience, purpose and form. They 
identify and analyse argument, opinion and alternative interpretations, making cross-references 
where appropriate. 
 
Writing 
Pupils' writing has shape and impact and shows control of a range of styles maintaining the 
interest of the reader throughout. Narratives use structure as well as vocabulary for a range of 
imaginative effects, and non-fiction is coherent, reasoned and persuasive. A variety of 
grammatical constructions and punctuation is used accurately and appropriately and with 
sensitivity. Paragraphs are well constructed and Iinked in order to clarify the organisation of the 
writing as a whole. 
 
 
GCSE English A* Criteria 
 
Speaking and Listening 
Candidates show an exceptionally high ability in handling a wide range of roles. They listen 
perceptively to a range of complex speech. They are sensitive in their choice of speech style and 
their use of standard English vocabulary and grammar is mature and assured. 

 In individual extended contributions, they adapt readily to task and audience 
communicating complex content and managing listeners' attention through sophisticated 
styles of delivery 

 In group interaction, they listen perceptively, making influential and authoritative 
contributions 

 In drama-focused activities, they independently create a complex role, making inventive 
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use of a range of appropriate techniques to direct the response of the audience 
 
Reading 
Candidates make cogent and critical responses to texts in which they explore and evaluate 
alternative and original interpretations. They show flair and precision in developing ideas with 
reference to structure and presentation. Candidates make subtle and discriminating 
comparisons within and between texts. 
 
Writing 
Writing is elaborate or concise, vigorous or restrained, according to purpose and audience; 
employs wide vocabulary; uses precise, fluent style. 
 
 
QCA Guidelines 
QCA guidelines on identifying and providing for the most able have attempted to go beyond the 
specifically examinable, offering descriptors under headings which go beyond the academic and 
the cognitive, including matters such as stamina: 
 
Creative flair 

 Writing or talking in imaginative and coherent ways 
 

 Elaborating on and organising content to an extent that is exceptional for their age 
 
Stamina and perseverance 

 Using any suitable opportunities to produce work that is substantial and obviously the 
product of sustained, well-directed effort 

 
Communicative skills 

 Involving and keeping the attention of an audience by exploiting the dramatic or 
humorous potential of ideas or situations in imaginative ways 

 
 Taking a guiding role in helping a group to achieve its shared goals, while showing 

sensitivity to the participation of others 
 

 Writing with a flair for metaphorical or poetic expression 
 

 Grasping the essence of particular styles and adapting them to their own purposes 
 

 Expressing ideas succinctly and elegantly, in ways that reflect an appreciation of the 
knowledge and interests of specific audiences 

 
 Using ICT to research ideas and create new text 

 
Ability to take on demanding tasks 

 Researching, comparing and synthesising information from a range of different sources, 
including ICT 

 
 Engaging seriously and creatively with moral and social themes expressed in literature 
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Arguing and reasoning 
 Creating and sustaining accounts and reasoned arguments at a relatively abstract or 

hypothetical level, in both spoken and written language 
 

 Grasping the essence of any content and reorganising it in ways that are logical and offer 
new syntheses or insights 

 
 Justifying opinions convincingly, using questions and other forms of enquiry to elicit 

information and taking up or challenging others' points of view 
 
Awareness of language 

 Understanding the nature of language and showing a special awareness of features such 
as rhyme, intonation or accent in spoken language, and the grammatical organisation of 
written texts 

 
 Showing an interest and enthusiasm for language study, including an awareness of the 

relationship between the sounds and words of different languages that are not apparent 
to most of their peers 

 
 

This is a working document. We would like to hear your feedback and intend to update the 

guidance to ensure it keeps pace with developments. Please email your comments on this 

guidance to us nagty-cpd@warwick.ac.uk  

 
Geoff Dean 
Erica Glew 
Peter Thomas 
Simon Wrigley 
 
NAGTY English Working Group 


