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Securing Progression Through Learning: A Pedagogical Approach to Widening 

Participation 
 
Executive Summary 
 
The remit from government for the National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth 
(NAGTY) is to improve educational provision for gifted and talented young people up 
to the age of 19 years. Its role is to drive forward improvements in student provision 
by developing a nationally coordinated approach that can provide leadership and 
support. To achieve this, the National Academy works with students, parents, 
teachers, education professionals, specialist providers, universities and businesses. 
 
NAGTY has argued strongly that excitement through learning must be at the heart of 
gifted and talented young people’s links with HEIs if the impact on motivation and 
attainment required to retain them in education is to be achieved.   
 
The English Model of Gifted and Talented Education argues that provision for gifted 
children should be made in ordinary schools as part of the day to day educational 
offer, but that this core provision should be supplemented by access to enhanced 
opportunities offered both within and beyond the school.  These enhanced 
opportunities should become increasingly sophisticated with age. 
 
The National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth is developing effective 
pedagogy for wider schooling, engaging gifted youngsters in activities which 
contribute to their academic and vocational development through exposing them to 
high levels of discipline expertise. NAGTY works with a number of partners (including 
over 40 HEIs) to offer half day lectures, face to face programmes, summer schools 
and online learning opportunities.    
 
NAGTY’s research evidence suggests that this approach is having an impact on 
students’ motivation, aspirations and attainment. This impact is apparent across the 
social divide, affecting the disadvantaged as much as the advantaged. 
 
The evidence strongly supports NAGTY’s claim that excitement through learning and 
exposure to high levels of expertise must be at the heart of all gifted and talented 
young people’s links with HEIs, if the impact on motivation and attainment required to 
retain them in education is to be achieved. 
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Securing Progression Through Learning: A Pedagogical Approach to Widening 
Participation 

 
General Introduction 
 
NAGTY (The National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth) has argued strongly 
that excitement through learning must be at the heart of gifted and talented young 
people’s links with HEIs, if the impact on motivation and attainment required to retain 
them in education is to be achieved. Evidence indicates that 90% of students who 
gain two or more A levels will go on to university. There are indications that the 
situation is improving but there is still a significant gap between achievement and 
progression. However, a significant number of young people are leaving secondary 
education despite having the ability or potential to continue their learning and a 
disproportionate number of these school leavers come from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. The Sutton Trust’s analysis of ‘State School Admissions to our Leading 
Universities’ suggests that HEIs are recruiting more students from low participation 
backgrounds (Sutton Trust, 2005, p. 4). However, the report argues that much work 
clearly remains to be done to ensure that state school pupils – particularly those from 
the most deprived areas – get their fair share of places at leading universities (Sutton 
Trust, 2005, p. 13).  

The government has been active in seeking to address this through significant 
investment in widening participation funding and programmes (DfES, 2003). There 
have been significant steps to de-mystify Higher Education for those with little or no 
family experience of it and to increase the understanding of what opportunities 
Higher Education can offer. HEIs and FE colleges have reacted very positively to 
programmes such as Aimhigher and there has been an expansion in the availability 
of summer schools, taster days, student tutoring schemes, visit programmes and 
aspiration raising activities. However, what has often been missing is a focus on 
learning and the transformation that can be achieved through linking gifted and 
talented young people to those who have leading subject expertise. NAGTY argues 
that there should be a shift in the focus of programmes from HE familiarisation to 
young students becoming active HE learners. Increasing young peoples’ motivation 
to learn is a vital part of securing progression and HEIs can play a key role in this.   
 
The English Model of Gifted and Talented Education (Eyre, 2004) argues that 
provision for gifted children should be made in ordinary schools as part of the day to 
day educational offer but that this core provision should be supplemented by access 
to enhanced opportunities offered both within and beyond the school. Eyre explains 
that these enhanced opportunities should become increasingly sophisticated with 
age. HEIs possess a wealth of specialised teaching and research expertise and are 
well placed to provide wider schooling opportunities for gifted and talented students 
of all ages, particularly those in secondary education. 
 
Today’s gifted pupils are tomorrow’s social, intellectual, economic and cultural 
leaders and their development cannot be left to chance. Where it is left to chance, 
evidence from England and elsewhere indicates that educational progress is not so 
much a question of intellectual merit but rather a question of affluence, with the most 
affluent receiving the best education and therefore achieving most highly (Douglas, 
1964, Halsey et al, 1980). This suggests significant intellectual ability going untapped 
and unnoticed.  
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The English Model of Gifted and Talented Education 
 
The English Model of Gifted and Talented Education (Eyre, 2004) states that 
provision for gifted children should be made in ordinary schools as part of the day to 
day educational offer but that this core provision should be supplemented by access 
to enhanced opportunities offered both within and beyond the school.   
 
The National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth has developed a definition of 
giftedness as “expertise in development”, based on the English Model. Michael 
Young (The Rise of Meritocracy, 1958) said that merit was equated with intelligence-
plus-effort.  Eyre (1997) argues that in order to reach their full potential, each gifted 
and talented child must also have access to appropriate and high quality learning 
opportunities. However, the creation of opportunities alone will not in itself ensure 
that gifted children from under-represented groups rise through the system. Eyre 
reasons that educational success is a dynamic interaction between potential, 
opportunities/support and personal motivation. The English Model for gifted 
education balances equality and meritocracy, paying special attention to gifted and 
talented students from disadvantaged groups. The model advocates intervention 
where necessary to offer students supported access to high quality learning 
opportunities which will help them to achieve their potential. This is achieved using a 
combination of school based systems and access to wider schooling opportunities. 
 
Wider Schooling Pedagogy 

Wider schooling is out-of-hours provision which contributes to a young person’s 
academic and vocational development through exposing them to high levels of 
discipline expertise. Wider schooling opportunities allow gifted and talented students 
to be stretched and motivated, whether by accelerating to higher levels of learning, 
increasing the breadth of their current studies or by pursuing greater depth in 
subjects in which they already show high potential. 

The English Model develops an approach to wider schooling in which widening 
participation activity is not divorced from mainstream gifted and talented 
programmes, but rather that gifted students from disadvantaged backgrounds work 
alongside other students of high ability with high aspirations. In this way, those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds see that high achievement is attainable and helps those 
young people build the cultural capital required to ensure their educational success. 
 
In the school system, the development of expertise takes a highly planned route, with 
students’ development being driven by age related expectations about learning 
behaviours and skills. Gifted students are those who display learning behaviours and 
skills beyond these age related boundaries, allowing them to process concepts and 
knowledge (and develop expertise) well beyond expectations. However, the school 
system has often been too rigid in its concept of development and thus is unable to 
accommodate the notion that age and development should be uncoupled. 
 
NAGTY’s wider schooling pedagogy suggests that students should be exposed to 
very high levels of subject expertise. In this model the primary focus is on the learner 
and the process of learning, encouraging mastery of the discipline. The learning 
agenda is less constrained, with limits only determined by the students’ capability.  
The approach recognises learning as a motivator and a life changer and that national 
level experience and high quality engagement with learning can further fuel young 
people’s aspirations. 
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NAGTY Wider Schooling Opportunities 
 
NAGTY offers a number of wider schooling opportunities, both face to face and 
online, all of which use this pedagogy. NAGTY’s wider schooling opportunities 
include: 
 

1. Summer Schools 
2. Experts in Action Events 
3. Residential and Non-Residential Outreach Programmes 
4. Online Study Groups and Online Short Courses 

 
Summer Schools 
 
NAGTY’s wider schooling pedagogy is best encapsulated in the annual Summer 
School programme that NAGTY delivers with eight partner Higher Education 
Institutions. NAGTY Summer Schools have been evaluated by CEDAR (Centre for 
Educational Development, Appraisal and Research), an independent research centre 
at the University of Warwick, since the pilot programme in 2002. This enabled the 
evaluation team to gain a working understanding and insight into the programme and 
in their evaluation of the 2005 programme they provided a wider picture of the 
NAGTY Summer School model. Cullen et al (2006, p. 57-58) evaluated key elements 
of the NAGTY Summer School model and its delivery, that have contributed to the 
success of the programme. They identified that the NAGTY Summer School model 
possesses a number of salient features which underpin its success: 
 

1. The student selection process, which draws upon gifted and talented students 
from the NAGTY Student Academy 

 
2. The structure of the basic teaching team – lead academic, qualified teacher 

and two teaching assistants.  This creates a well-resourced, flexible and 
multi-faceted teaching team model for all strands 

 
3. The 2-3 week length of the summer schools which allows sufficient time for 

extended explorations of strand themes 
 

4. The residential nature of the programme – which enabled students to build 
strong friendships and engage fully with all of the academic and social 
opportunities available 

 
5. The university-based nature of the summer schools which allows students 

access to personnel and facilities that would not otherwise be available 
 

6. The equal emphasis on academic and social activities, which allows students 
to develop in an all-round fashion 

 
Learning from peers during the Summer School experience was identified as being 
highly valued by students and being with like-minded people was an aspect that most 
of the students were keen to stress as a notable aspect of the Summer School 
experience. A collegiate style that foregrounds discourse, discussion and debate is 
fundamental to this approach. Participating students also valued the wide social, 
geographic and ethnic mix of their peers and the collective attitude to education 
(Cullen et al, 2005). 
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The NAGTY Experts in Action Series 
 
Experts in Action events are inspirational lectures, typically held at HEIs around the 
country. These events provide an opportunity for students to be introduced to the sort 
of high level learning experiences that NAGTY provide. The events, led by national 
and world renowned experts, are stimulating and debate-forming. The cornerstone of 
the programme is that these are expert-led activities with inspirational speakers who 
are willing to share and discuss their area of expertise with young gifted and talented 
students. The Experts in Action events help provide a breadth of opportunities for 
students. 

Emerging pedagogy from these events indicates that students prefer the integration 
of discussion or debate within the lecture format and that a prolonged period of 
questions allows the students to fully benefit from their interaction with the ‘expert’.  
That is to say that the real learning benefit comes from students’ interaction with the 
expert. 

NAGTY Outreach Programmes 
 
NAGTY works with partners in the HE sector to provide an extensive outreach 
programme. Outreach events form a major strand of the Academy’s work. Their aim 
is to provide local opportunities that complement a student’s school experience and 
allow students to engage with specialist opportunities that are difficult to provide 
within the normal school context. These activities offer an opportunity to experience a 
one day activity, a series of linked activities and possibly associated online tutor 
support (blended programmes). Outreach activities may focus on study in greater 
depth, experiencing a new area of study or learning/practicing specific skills (often 
emulating the behavior of the expert tutor through hands on activities). 
 
NAGTY Online Learning Opportunities 
 
NAGTY works with a number of HE partners to deliver Online Study Groups and 
Online Short Courses to members across England. Online Study Groups are tutor-
led online groups of NAGTY members, often running over a one year period or 
longer. Tutors are experts from the HE sector. The Online Study Groups discuss 
questions set by the tutor and informed by the student members. Peer learning is 
encouraged, whilst the tutor structures the discussion and fosters reflective learning.  
The Online Short Courses are for smaller groups of students and are often focused 
at a more specific age group. Students may work in online teams to complete set 
reading and assignments. In the Online Short Courses students often produce their 
own work and receive specific feedback from the tutor.   
 
Kaur (2006) has undertaken preliminary research into the role of NAGTY’s online 
learning communities of gifted students, using the Community of Enquiry model of 
content analysis (Garrison, Anderson & Archer, 2000). Kaur found that ‘students 
trigger events, share and compare knowledge, explore ideas and show integration by 
synthesizing, connecting ideas and learn to deal with real life situations’. She argues 
that the style of questioning, often referred to in teaching practices for the higher 
ability students is used very effectively to reinforce and scaffold learning, whilst also 
providing challenge for the participants. Kaur identifies that the Online Study Groups 
present a constructivist approach to learning which, importantly, is also learner 
centred. 
 
More specifically, Dauncey (2006) argues that the dynamics of an open and informal 
virtual community affords gifted and talented students the chance to play a 
substantial role in directing the overall tone, content, and goals of the group. The 
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students are able to demonstrate analytical thinking and to convey complex ideas in 
a compact and informal way. 
 
Gilly Salmon, in E-Moderating: The Key to Teaching and Learning Online (2004), 
notes the importance of socialisation for online learning. She suggests that 
moderators should actively intervene and devise ways to get the students talking to 
each other. According to her, it is the ‘e-moderator’s intervention’ that causes the 
‘socialising to occur’. For Salmon, socialisation is a stage two process in a five stage 
educational model. Socialisation is, therefore, viewed as a necessary stage on the 
way to the later stages of ‘knowledge construction’ and ‘development’.  
 
Does This Approach Work? 

A number of studies explore the English Model, key elements of NAGTY’s wider 
schooling pedagogy and its impact upon members. 
 
Mazzoli et al (2005) surveyed post-18 alumni members of the National Academy for 
Gifted and Talented Youth. The purposes of the survey were to evaluate the impact 
of NAGTY membership and engagement with NAGTY sponsored activity, whilst also 
capturing data about educational attainments and post school destinations of 
members. From the survey it was clear that there was a majority positive response to 
the importance of being identified as gifted and talented by NAGTY; the ability of 
NAGTY membership to raise aspirations for development; and the ability of NAGTY 
membership to improve motivation for learning.   
 
The strongest positive response to the survey was when students were asked about 
their identification as gifted/talented by NAGTY, with 43% saying that this mattered 
quite a bit or extremely, giving a clear endorsement of the value of identification to 
these students. Significant differences were found for some of the responses from 
students with lower A level tariff scores. It was more important to be identified as 
gifted and talented for students with lower tariff scores and they were also more likely 
to find that being a member of NAGTY helped raise aspirations for their 
development. In both these cases differences were highly significant. In addition, a 
moderately significant difference was found where students with lower tariff scores 
were more likely to reply that NAGTY had helped them to achieve things that they 
would not otherwise have achieved. This suggests that even though these students 
were by no means unsuccessful in their studies, having high overall tariff scores, 
there was still scope for raising their aspirations and achievement levels and NAGTY 
appears to have had an impact on this. It highlights how even relatively high 
performing students are not necessarily fulfilling their potential and reinforces the fact 
that gifted and talented students should not all be treated as similar either in terms of 
their achievement levels or aspirations for achieving (Mazzoli et al, 2005). 
 
The same survey by Mazzoli et al found that members of NAGTY were 
predominantly going straight on to continue their education at university, with a small 
number of students planning to take a gap year before going into higher education.  
Students from all social backgrounds were found to be applying to competitive 
courses and institutions, with the most popular courses being Medicine and Law.  
Amongst those students who provided their school-leaving results, 84% received 360 
points or above (equivalent to 3 As at A level) with 13% receiving a very impressive 
600 points or above (equivalent to 5 As at A level).  
 
Mazzoli et al (2005) also found that there was a relationship between length of 
membership and NAGTY sponsored activity helping learning, where the longer the 
period of membership, the more likely a positive response. Equally, NAGTY 
membership was more likely to help students achieve things that they would not 
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otherwise have achieved the longer they were members. Mazzoli et al (2005) 
identified that attending a summer school led to students being much more likely to 
positively answer questions about engagement, aspiration and motivation for 
learning; reinforcing the dramatic impact that summer schools have been seen to 
have on participants in the independent evaluations by CEDAR and Ofsted.  
 
The Ofsted evaluation of NAGTY Summer Schools in 2004 found that pupils were 
excited and challenged by the teaching and valued working alongside other able 
young people. Pupils felt that the experience compared well with the more structured 
environment of their schools and many pupils had clearly developed in self 
confidence. Ofsted also rated the quality of specialist facilities as excellent overall 
and felt that course leaders and teachers ensured that the pupils used these 
resources most effectively. 
 
Cullen et al (Evaluation of NAGTY Summer Schools, 2005, p. 26-30) found that 
students who attended a NAGTY summer school were overwhelmingly positive about 
the teaching and learning experience. 89.5% of students respondents rated the 
teaching methods as very good or good, 87.9% of students felt that there was a very 
good or good balance between theory and practical examples on their courses, 
86.5% felt that they had experienced a very appropriate or appropriate level of 
challenge, and 93.8% of students felt that the quality of teaching they experienced 
was very good or good. The researchers found that the sense of intellectual freedom, 
challenge and excitement was also apparent in the interviews conducted with 
students.   
 
Mazzoli et al (2005) suggested that where NAGTY membership has had an affect – 
in identification, raising aspirations and motivation – it has done so across the social 
divide, affecting the disadvantaged as much as the advantaged. They found that 
engagement with NAGTY sponsored activities was in itself a very powerful indicator 
of impact, and particularly summer school engagement, which has been seen to 
have a significant impact on students’ lives. This, they argue, combined with length of 
membership could have a far-reaching impact into the lives of the students and their 
schools, enabling engagement with other kinds of activity and the potential benefits 
afforded by contact with like-minded peers. Students involved with this survey and 
other evaluative exercises regularly make comments such as those below: 

 
 
‘The recognition of being gifted – it was an incentive to be the best student I 
could and the preparation for university life it provided was invaluable’. 
 
‘I found the general information, opportunities and networking a great boost to 
self esteem’. 
 
‘The summer school was excellent. It provided an opportunity to meet like-
minded people and study philosophy, a subject I would not otherwise have 
had an opportunity to do. It helped me to identify where my interests truly lay’. 

‘I was amazed because everyone there (the outreach event) had an aim in 
life.  They wanted to be a doctor or a lawyer and everyone was drawing, 
writing or reading.  It was a comfortable environment to be in and work in.  
Everyone there was like myself – wanting to work hard and still have fun’. 
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Conclusions 
 

In conclusion, there is an identified link between engagement with NAGTY sponsored 
activities and impact upon raised aspirations for development and motivation for 
learning. Key elements of the learning engagements are identified below: 
 

1. A focus on the learner and the process of learning 
 

2. Access to tutors with specialist and cutting edge expertise 
 

3. A learning model whereby the learner is apprenticed to the expert 
 

4. An environment which fosters peer learning amongst students with identified 
high ability or potential 

 
5. Access to sophisticated and specialist facilities that students are able to use 

under expert guidance 
 

6. A learning environment where students are able to self pace and self select 
their learning, giving a feeling of independence and ownership 

 
The impact of NAGTY membership, which gives students the opportunity to engage 
in wider schooling activities incorporating these key elements, has been shown to 
affect gifted and talented students from disadvantaged backgrounds as much as 
students from affluent backgrounds.   
 
The evidence strongly supports NAGTY’s claim that excitement through learning and 
exposure to high levels of expertise must be at the heart of all gifted and talented 
young people’s links with HEIs if the impact on motivation and attainment required to 
retain them in education is to be achieved.   
 
The National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth continues to work with an 
extensive range of HE partners in developing effective pedagogy for wider schooling, 
engaging gifted youngsters in activities which contribute to their academic and 
vocational development.    
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Appendix 1: Ofsted Report on NAGTY Summer Schools 2004 
Quotes and Points 

 
NOTE: The source and date should always be used when quoting from this report:  
National Academy for Gifted and Talented youth: summer schools 2004. Ofsted. 
March 2005. 
 
General 
 
“Pupils attended from across the country. They found the experience exciting and 
challenging.” (p. 1) 
“Young people who attended thought the summer schools were very successful …” 
(p. 2) 
“All pupils interviewed thought that their summer school experience had been very 
successful. They had made new friends, had been excited and challenged by the 
teaching and made academic contacts which they were determined to maintain 
afterwards.” (p. 9 para 32) 
“Pupils valued working alongside other able young people and felt this experience 
compared very well with the less stimulating learning environment of their schools.” 
(p. 9 para 33) 
“Pupils contributed very well to sessions; they were highly motivated, open to new 
ideas and concepts and many gained in confidence.” (p. 1) 
“Most of the pupils made very good progress on courses that were more challenging 
and engaging than those they usually experience at school.” (p. 2) 
 
Teaching and Learning 
 
“The quality of learning was generally very good and reflected the often excellent 
teaching.” (p. 2) 
“Most pupils made good progress and some made excellent progress.” (p. 7 para 23) 
“The very good teaching led to very good learning with pupils who were mostly highly 
motivated to learn and open to new ideas and concepts.” (p. 7 para 23) 
“ … many (pupils) clearly developed in self-confidence.” (p. 7 para 23) 
 
Resources 
 
“Academic staffing was of good quality with a high ratio of adults to pupils in lessons.” 
(p. 1) 
“All the courses inspected made very good use of experienced and highly qualified 
teachers from local schools.” (p. 5 para 8) 
“The quality of teaching accommodation was very good or excellent at all centres …” 
(p. 1) 
“Resources were good or excellent.” (p. 1) 
“The quality of specialist facilities was excellent overall. ICT resources were excellent 
in all centres and course leaders and teachers ensured that pupils used these 
resources most effectively.” (p. 8 para 28) 
 
Pastoral 
 
“The pastoral care of pupils in all centres was very good and often excellent.” (p. 1) 
“The pastoral care of pupils was excellent.” (p. 2)  
“All centres provided a good balance of academic and recreational activities.” (p. 5 
para 13) 
“Residential assistants were enthusiastic, energetic and made a huge contribution to 
the success of the summer schools.” (p. 8 para 29) 
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Appendix 2: What Needs of Gifted and Talented Learners Can Asynchronous 
Discussion Forums in an Online Gifted Community Meet? 

 
Juss Kaur, PhD student, University of Oxford 

Summary of Research Model and Preliminary Findings (2006) 
 
This research will use a content analysis model to analyse elements of the 
educational experience (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2000) using the following 
component research questions: 
 

o What evidence can be found suggesting that online discussions can provide 
an environment in which users express their identities as gifted and talented? 

 
o What evidence can be found suggesting that online discussions can foster 

higher order thinking skills? 
 

o What evidence can be found suggesting the process of knowledge 
construction? 
 

o Is there evidence to suggest that scaffolding is occurring (tutor-student and 
student-student) 

 
o What evidence can be found to suggest that online discussions can help 

foster a constructivist teaching environment? 
 

Content Analysis Model

Elements of an Educational Experience (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000)

 
Figure 1. Elements of An Educational Experience taken from Garrison, Anderson, & 
Archer, 2000, p. 2.  
 
Social presence is defined as: 
 
“the ability of participants in the Community of Inquiry to project their personal 
characteristics into the community, thereby presenting themselves to the other 
participants as ``real people.”   
(Garrison et al, 2000, p. 3) 
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Cognitive Presence is defined as: 
 
“the extent to which the participants in any particular configuration of a community 
are able to construct meaning through sustained communication.”  
(Garrison et al, 2000, p. 3) 
 
Teaching Presence is defined as: 
 
“the design, facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social processes for the 
purpose of realizing personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning 
outcomes.’’ (Anderson et al, 2001) 
 
The study has focused on longer running NAGTY Online Study Groups including, 
Ethics and Philosophy, the Online Reading Group, Astronomy and Space and the 
NAGTY Debates forum. 
 
The preliminary findings of the study indicate: 
       

o The Community of Inquiry Model of content analysis was found suitable for 
the main purpose of the study. However parts of another model may be 
added to determine the actual phase of knowledge construction.  

 
o Expressions of emotions, humor and self-disclosure indicate how gifted 

students seem to fit in with the community.  They are not afraid to exhibit their 
true feelings and admit how interested they are in certain topics.  They ask 
questions and think of themselves as a group showing a feeling of belonging. 

 
o The students trigger events, share and compare knowledge, explore ideas 

and show integration by synthesizing, connecting ideas and learn to deal with 
real life situations (Ethics and Philosophy Forum).  
 

o The style of questioning, often referred to in teaching practices for the higher 
ability students is used very effectively: it reinforces, scaffolds and pushes the 
student further. 

 
o The fact that participants are given the chance to initiate topics, respond and 

generally take on the role of the teacher/facilitator, presents a constructivist 
approach. 

 
o There is evidence of the environment being more learner-centered than 

teacher centered. 
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