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Abstract 
 
The English education system has been shown over a long period to be catering 
poorly for the educational needs of gifted and talented students. In the last five years, 
however, a national policy and an associated strategy have been established, 
distinctively attempting to embed core provision for gifted and talented students in the 
mainstream school system. A major thrust of this ‘English model’ is to identify and 
support students from those lower socio-economic groups, and ethnic minorities, 
which historically have been under-represented in higher education. This social 
inclusivity dimension to the national policy raises substantive challenges for policy 
research and development. This paper provides a detailed geo-demographic analysis 
of over 37000 gifted and talented students admitted to the National Academy for 
Gifted and Talented Youth in England in 2003/2005. The analysis shows that the 
National Academy, whilst having a student membership skewed towards groups with 
high levels of cultural and economic capital, had nonetheless reached significant 
numbers of students in the poorest areas, something over 3000 students, and 8% of 
students identified as gifted and talented at this stage. Possible explanations for the 
profile of gifted and talented students’ social origins are raised, and an intervention 
project arising from the analysis is outlined. 
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The education of gifted and talented students in England: policy background 
and social context 
 
The English education system’s response to the educational needs of gifted pupils 
has been characterised by a long trend, stretching back at least to 1978, of low 
expectations at the classroom and school level, (DES 1978, HMI 1992, OFSTED 
2003) and, until recently, by the absence of a strategic policy at the national level 
(Eyre 1997, House of Commons 1999).  This trend was reinforced by unenthusiastic 
attitudes in the teaching profession and Local Education Authorities (LEAs), either on 
the grounds that they lacked confidence about how to challenge such students 
through their teaching (HMI 1992, para 3), or that meeting their educational needs 
had lower priority than managing the behaviour and learning of other pupils in busy 
and challenging classrooms, or both (Eyre 1997, p.vi, House of Commons 1999, para 
43, para 50).  
 
As recently as 2003, gifted and talented students’ progress in English secondary 
schools was judged by inspectors from the government’s Office for Standards in 
Education (OFSTED) to be good or better in fewer than half the schools and 
unsatisfactory in one in twelve, with common weaknesses being the identification of 
such students and the assessment of their progress (OFSTED 2003, para 108). 
Inspectors judged that, in general, practice in the schools, even when defined in fairly 
basic terms, was unsatisfactory. 
 
‘Consistently high quality provision across subjects for gifted and talented pupils 
remains the exception. Many schools need to make sure that schemes of work set 
out what is meant by a high level of challenge and to provide guidance on ways of 
enriching and extending work for higher attainers. While activities outside normal 
lessons are often stimulating…they do not generally link well with mainstream work’  
 
(OFSTED 2003, para 126) 
 
Ideology has played a part also, in that making special provision for gifted and 
talented pupils is commonly constructed as elitist in academic discourse (eg 
Bourdieu 1998, Ball, Bowe and Gewirtz 1996), by reinforcing the advantages that 
already advantaged professional classes might gain for their children in the 
competition for admission to high status universities (Power et al 2003).  
 
To these problems there was added a complex set of distinctively English social 
pressures. Parental anxiety about provision in mainstream schools led to high 
demand from the professional classes for private schooling, as Adonis and Pollard 
(1998) have argued, and, where it was available, for selective secondary schooling. 
Selective schools, able to select pupils by tests of general intelligence at age eleven, 
provided the main structural mechanisms for differentiated education focused on able 
children, though in non-selective schools (comprehensive schools in the English 
system’s terminology) selectivity was maintained through setting, attainment 
grouping and other forms of tracking. Parental anxiety appeared to hold firm, even 
when it became clear that the advantages to the middle class (though not lower 
socio-economic groups), in terms of educational attainment, from attending a 
selective school were dubious or small, especially for the most able pupils. (Crook, 
Power and Whitty 1999, Schagen and Schagen, 2001).  
 
Schagen and Schagen’s review for the National Foundation for Educational research 
showed that selection effect varied by the level of ability of pupils, with selective 
schools offering little advantage to the most able pupils. They found: 
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‘The most able pupils perform just as well, if not better, in comprehensive schools 
The least able pupils perform slightly better in secondary modern schools 
The impact of different school types is most strongly felt in the overlapping ability 
range (average to above-average). 
 
It seems therefore that selective systems obtain good results, particularly at key 
stage 3, because the grammar schools are remarkably successful in enhancing the 
performance of their least able pupils – the ones who gain their grammar school 
places by a relatively narrow margin.’  
   
These pupils, on the selective borderline, would not normally be included in the gifted 
and talented category – the top five percent of the age cohort (House of Commons 
1999), - since grammar schools tend to recruit between 12% and 20% of the age 
cohort. 
 
The parental anxiety, however, was not restricted to school performance since it was 
also to a large extent future-oriented, reflected in ambitions for their children’s access 
to prestigious universities.  
 
Finally it is worth noting that even when the state provided financial support for 
differentiated provision for able students, it was disproportionately accessed by those 
with high levels of social and intellectual capital, mainly the professional classes and 
those in genteel poverty, according to Edwards, Fitz and Whitty (1989).  
 
The development of a policy framework 
 
From this context of policy drift and socially skewed parental ambition, a step change 
in policy came about towards the end of the twentieth century, driven primarily by the 
New Labour government’s agenda for social inclusion. Quasi-official interest had 
been reflected in a survey of provision by HM Inspectorate, and a review of research 
for OFSTED (HMI 1992, Freeman,1998). More officially, in direct policy terms, the 
government’s initiative to improve the quality of education in urban areas, the 
Excellence in Cities initiative, (DfES 2002) included specific targeting of gifted and 
talented pupils. Moreover, in a Green Paper, Schools: achieving success, the DfES 
committed itself to including support for gifted and talented students in all its school 
education strategies. (DfES 2001). This policy was reinforced in a White Paper 
(DfES, 2005, Chapter 4) which gave explicit priority to personalising the education of 
gifted and talented students in order to provide intellectual stretch to their learning. 
 
This policy change had been anticipated in a House of Commons Select Committee 
(1999) which had examined issues associated with ‘highly able children’, and had 
made a coherent and integrated set of recommendations about policy and practice. It 
recommended amongst other things, that: 
 
Funding to support the education of gifted children should be incorporated into the 
generic funding of schools;  
All national initiatives should incorporate a gifted and talented component, clearly 
specified;  
The Office for Standards in Education should include data on provision for gifted and 
talented in its inspection of schools and of LEAs, and should conduct a second 
survey of provision, following up it survey in 1992; 
Initial teacher training should be required to give higher priority to the education of 
gifted and talented pupils; and, 
All schools should be required to appoint a named person as the school’s coordinator 
for gifted and talented education.  
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Enrichment and extension of the normal curriculum, partnerships between schools 
and other agencies, such as universities, out of school provision, and improved use 
of ICT were also recommended to improve the effectiveness of teaching and 
learning.  
 
The Select Committee thus laid the foundations of a clear policy, national in scope, 
with pupil entitlement at its heart, and embedded in mainstream schooling.  
 
The establishment by the government of a National Academy for Gifted and Talented 
Youth (NAGTY) at the University of Warwick in 2002 provided the organisational 
mechanism for leading, delivering, and supporting the delivery of, the policy into the 
national system. A main function for this Academy was to identify and support the 
needs of ‘the top 5%’ of secondary students, an operational definition derived from 
the Select Committee. Its distinctive feature was to integrate three dimensions of its 
work – services for students, services for teachers and research - into a unified 
academy. The Academy’s services for students included a high profile series of 
residential summer schools for about 1100 students each year, outreach regional 
and local provision, and online study groups and forums. Its services for teachers 
included online learning to increase capacity in the teaching profession, the 
development of school self evaluation materials, subject specific guidance and 
teaching materials, and short course professional development programmes. Its 
research programme includes an international comparative study, a longitudinal 
study of students, school case studies and practitioner research. The process of 
identification of gifted and talented students normally required teachers or others to 
nominate students to be admitted to the National Academy using a publicly specified 
framework of criteria. Its work was supported by the government through an 
expanded Gifted and Talented Unit at the Department for Education and Skills 
(DfES). 
 
The English model and social inclusion 
 
From an international perspective, the policy being developed in England for gifted 
and talented education was unusual in its explicit commitment to provision being 
embedded in the mainstream school system, a feature driven by the generic funding 
proposed by the Select Committee referred to earlier. The rationale and values 
underlying the English model were outlined by the director of NAGTY (Eyre 2004a) 
as follows: 
 
‘Traditionally gifted education has been seen as divorced from the general education 
system, yet if a country’s education system seeks to provide appropriate education 
for all its children, then the education of the most able (gifted) should be seen as just 
one part of a larger whole. This in itself should provide a compelling case for a 
nationally coherent and integrated approach to the education of the gifted.  
 
However there are reasons that transcend education policy that suggest that a 
country would be well-advised to give gifted education a more central location. 
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. 
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.’ 
 
Deconstructed, this resolves itself into a three part rationale: an educational policy, 
about the mainstream system catering for the needs of all pupils; an economic 
argument about realising potential to drive up performance in the knowledge 
economy; and a commitment to equity, with an ambition to counter those social and 
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economic factors shown to have had a restrictive influence on excellent educational 
achievement. It appeared to challenge the idea that giftedness was unequally 
distributed among social groupings, stressing the need to identify giftedness in 
hitherto unrepresented groups. In this sense it was palpably part of the social 
inclusion agenda of New Labour which seeks to combine excellence with equity. 
However, the challenge implicit in this agenda is substantial, since the social bias in 
educational access and in high educational achievement reflects a particularly long-
standing English problem, as large-scale longitudinal studies in England have 
demonstrated (Douglas, 1964, Halsey, Heath and Ridge 1980, Demack, Drew and 
Grimsley, 2000). 
 
A key feature of the English model in relation to the social equity issue, was its 
approach to identifying giftedness and talent. The National Academy eschewed a 
single standardised test to identify giftedness and talent, opting instead for an 
applicant-led choice from an array of evidence including, but not necessarily 
requiring, test performance, and the use of portfolios, or other evidence such as 
demonstrated high performance in the arts, music and sports – the areas implied by 
the term talented. Nominations particularly from teachers, but also from parents and 
peers, were encouraged to build in flexibility and there was an emphasis on 
recognising potential, where it could be shown to be allied to strong development 
opportunities provided through the schools.  
 
This approach reflected a particular theoretical position on giftedness, which drew 
upon modern theories such as those represented by Gardner (1983, 1999), Renzulli 
(1998) and Sternberg (1985) in which various forms of ‘multiple’ intelligences were 
emphasised, though these theorists differed as to the number of dimensions and 
their nature. In principle, this approach also reflected the social equity concern, since 
it enabled schools whose intake did not have a strong tradition of aspiring to enter 
elite higher education institutions, or whose abilities were obscured because of their 
social and economic disadvantages, to identify potential ability even though it was yet 
to be demonstrated. 
 
The English model was therefore setting out to challenge the long history of middle 
class self-interested ability to exploit educational provision disproportionately and to 
redress its consequences, at least in respect of children who might be considered 
gifted and talented, by seeking to recognise giftedness irrespective of its social 
location. It aimed to recruit gifted and talented youngsters especially from ‘hitherto 
under-represented groups’ – a code for groups in poverty and economic 
disadvantage, and from some ethnic minority groups. In this sense it had a fairly 
radical social and educational agenda, compared to the perception of elitism often 
associated with the promotion of gifted and talented education. 
 
We were able to examine this argument around equity by analysing the formation of 
gifted and talented identity amongst the early cohort of students admitted to the 
National Academy for Gifted and Talented in England from its inception in 2002/3 up 
to December 2005. The size of the population was just over 37000 students. In this 
paper, geo-demographic data, as indicated by postcodes are reported and the 
interaction of these with gender, ethnicity and school type, are analysed. This kind of 
geo-demographic analysis is widely used in marketing, and is beginning to be used in 
educational research, the recent HEFCE (2005) analysis of participation rates in 
higher education and the work of the Fisher Family Trust, being examples.  
 
The technical advantages of using small area classifications are discussed by 
HEFCE (2005), which points out that:  
‘Small areas are sufficiently accurate and consistent to reveal small changes in 
participation rates through time. There are no data sources to permit the calculation 
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of similar matched annual counts for, say, income bands or occupation 
groups……Where you live determines the environment you experience and the 
people you are in daily contact with, and can determine your access to a range of 
resources, including schools. Small areas in the UK are strongly differentiated by 
housing type, tenure and, for private housing, house price; they show marked 
differences across a range of social economic and educational statistics’  
(p.16). 
 
FINDINGS 
 
The geo-demographic profile of gifted and talented students 
 
Here we first present the findings from the postcode analyses, which give a good 
indication of the socio-economic profile of the population (ie NAGTY student 
members). The data are based on the 2004 ACORN classifications. (ACORN stands 
for 'A Classification of Residential Neighbourhoods.') There are approximately 2 
million postcodes in the United Kingdom, the average postcode being shared by 
around 14/15 addresses. The marketing-data firm CACI (www.caci.co.uk) has 
produced a classification based on over 250 pieces of information drawn from the 
2001 Census and various market research and lifestyle databases. Information used 
includes data on demographic variables such as age, gender, ethnicity, income, 
education level, occupation, home ownership and type, car ownership, housing 
density etc. and ‘lifestyle’  variables such as interest in current affairs, satellite TV, 
newspapers read, holiday preferences, hobbies and shopping habits. In our view this 
array of information makes the postcode classification not merely an indication of 
residential area but a good proxy for cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1979). There were in 
the 2004 classifications, a total of 56 types, 17 groups and 5 broader categories. 
CACI checks and updates its classifications annually, to reflect any evolution of an 
area and ensure that the area 'profiles' are as accurate as possible. 
 
An outline of the descriptors of the five main categories is as follows, but fuller details 
are in the CACI User Guide (www.caci.co.uk) 
 ‘Wealthy Achievers’ live in high status areas, usually in detached houses, 90% are 
owner occupiers, work in managerial occupations or own their own businesses, and 
have high incomes and high levels of saving and investment. 
‘Urban prosperity’ includes well educated and mostly prosperous people living in 
major towns and cities. They may be younger professionals in apartments, as well as 
older wealthy people living in exclusive areas of big cities, and some well educated 
but less affluent people, such as graduates in their first jobs. They are cosmopolitan 
in outlook and eat out, go to cinemas and theatres and pursue other aspects of urban 
culture. 
 
The ‘Comfortably Off’ are not very wealthy but have few financial worries. All life 
stages are represented in this category, including young singles, stable families and 
pensioners. 80% own their own home, semi-detached or detached, and they are 
employed in professional, managerial, clerical and skilled occupations Educational 
qualifications are in line with the national average 
‘Moderate Means’ contains much of what used to be the industrial heartlands, with 
many employed in traditional blue collar occupations, or in service and retail jobs. 
Some areas have low levels of qualification with some isolated areas of 
unemployment and long term illness. Most housing is terraced, with two or three 
bedrooms and includes many former council houses bought by their tenants in the 
1980s. Some neighbourhoods have high concentrations of Asian families on low 
incomes. 
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The ‘Hard Pressed’ contains the poorest areas in the country. Levels of qualification 
are low and those in work are likely to to be employed in unskilled occupations 
Incomes are low and there are high levels of long term illness. Housing is a mix of 
low rise estates, purpose built flats and high rise blocks Properties are small and 
there is overcrowding. Over 50% is rented from the local council or from a housing 
association. In some neighbourhoods there are high numbers of black and Asian 
residents. These people are experiencing the most difficult social and economic 
conditions in the country and appear to have limited opportunity to improve their 
circumstances. 
 
Obviously the data derived from the ACORN databases are at an aggregate rather 
than an individual level, and so may not fully represent individual characteristics. 
Individual postcodes are assigned to the type that most resembles them, which 
means that individual postcodes will not exactly match category means on all 
variables. For example, in respect of ethnicity, a postcode representing ‘Asian 
communities’ could contain an individual who is not Asian, in cultural or geographical 
origin. Equally a postcode category ‘burdened singles’ might contain one or two 
married couples. There is also the complication that relatively few single postcodes 
contain many more than one or two people – universities, residential homes and 
boarding schools for example. Even allowing for the errors that infiltrate interpretation 
the data from these kinds of source, the postcode provides predictive data about the 
socio-economic status, educational qualifications, lifestyles and ethnicity of most, and 
often all, of those resident in the postcode area. It is not bi-polar as is the traditional 
free school meals (FSM) measure used in most education research in England, and 
may give a more finely grained profile of social and cultural stratification than either 
the new or old official sociological classifications, which are based on occupation, 
and educational level. These two measures would serve our purposes less well than 
geo-demographic data, which reflect the changed nature of social differentiation in 
England. Neighbourhood classifications are generally quite accurate, as housing 
patterns in most Western countries tend to show strong segregation along social 
class lines.  
 
Our analyses are based on comparisons of the postcode category distribution among 
students identified as gifted and talented with the national distributions of the relevant 
age group. The ACORN system provided a national (ie England only) database of 
numbers of students aged 10 – 17 living in the different areas, and this was the most 
appropriate comparator population available for our investigation, since the National 
Academy identifies the top 5% of the secondary age group nationally, i.e. 11 – 19. In 
order to make as direct a comparison as possible we excluded 18 and 19 year olds 
from the NAGTY data, leaving a slight mismatch in that NAGTY had no 10 year olds 
in membership.  We were therefore able to take into account that different population 
categories are more or less likely to have children in the relevant age group 
(pensioners and students, for example) and that the birth rate generally varies by 
social group. Postcode data proved unusable for 2.6% of the 37097 student 
members in the database, presumably due to data input errors.  
 
Results 
 
We analyse the data below in two different levels of detail, moving from the five 
broader categories, through the seventeen groups, but with only a commentary on 
the features of the fifty-six fine grained types. This enables us to present broad brush 
profiles and also to examine consistencies and differences at the finer levels. The 
finer grained data turn out to be particularly revealing in respect of ethnic and gender 
differences.  
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In Tables A and B the distribution of the gifted and talented cohort aged 11-17 
(‘NAGTY’) is compared to the national population of 10 – 17 year olds (‘Population’) 
in English postcode areas for the five broader ACORN categories. 

 
Table A 
Distribution of ACORN categories (in rounded %) 
 

 NAGTY Population Difference 
1. Wealthy Achievers 44.0 26.0 18.0 
2. Urban Prosperity 9.0 8.0 1.0 
3. Comfortably Off 28.0 27.0 1.0 
4. Moderate Means 9.0 16.0 -7.0 
5. Hard Pressed 8.0 23.0 -15.0 

 
What is clear from Table A is that the highest SES group, wealthy achievers, is 
overrepresented among the gifted and talented cohort compared to the population as 
a whole, while the lowest two SES groups, ‘hard pressed’ and to a lesser extent 
‘moderate means’, are underrepresented. The ‘urban prosperity’ areas have 
relatively small numbers of children in the relevant age group, since residents include 
many wealthy singles. These differences were highly statistically significant (in part 
due to the large sample size) (Multinomial Chi Square =9092.3, Sig < .001). 
 
In Table B, we have looked at the distribution for the 17, second level, groups in the 
ACORN system. The numbers in brackets indicate into which of the five broader 
categories in Table A, these sub-groups fall. 
 
Table B 
Distribution of ACORN groups (in %) 
 

 NAGTY Population Difference 
a. Wealthy Executives (1) 20.3 9.8 10.5 
b. Affluent Greys (1) 8.5 6.3 2.2 
c. Flourishing Families (1) 15.4 9.8 5.6 
d. Prosperous Professionals (2) 4.3 2.2 2.1 
e. Educated Urbanites (2) 2.3 1.8 1.5 
f. Aspiring Singles (2) 2.2 3.6 -1.4 
g. Starting Out (3) 1.6 1.7 0.1 
h. Secure Families (3) 19.2 17.0 2.2 
i. Settled Suburbia (3) 5.0 6.3 -1.3 
j. Prudent Pensioners (3) 2.3 1.9 0.4 
k. Asian Communities (4) 0.9 2.5 -1.6 
l. Post Industrial Families (4) 3.7 6.3 -2.6 
m. Blue Collar Roots (4) 4.5 7.5 -3.0 
n. Struggling Families (5) 5.7 16.5 -10.8 
o. Burdened Singles (5) 1.1 4.1 -3.0 
p. High Rise Hardship (5) 0.2 0.5 -0.3 
q. Inner City Adversity (5) 0.8 2.3 -1.5 

  
Secure families form the group that gifted and talented students have most frequently 
emerged from, and this group is slightly better represented among them than among 
the population. The second most common group are children of wealthy executives, 
the highest SES group. This group is also most overrepresented among gifted and 
talented students compared to the population. The third most common group, 
flourishing families, is another relatively affluent group that is strongly 
overrepresented. The most underrepresented group is that from areas containing 
struggling families, the second most prevalent in the population. Children from ‘Blue 
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Collar Roots’ Struggling Families and Asian community areas are also 
underrepresented. Again, these differences are highly statistically significant 
(Multnomial Chi Square = 11690.26,, sig < .001) The two tables illustrate an elegantly 
depressing (from the point of view of social inclusion) profile of the social origins of 
students identified as gifted and talented. With few exceptions, the table flips from 
over-representation at the upper end to under-representation at the bottom end 
(Multinomial Chi Square =13573.4,, sig < .001).  
 
The starkest picture comes from combining the seven groups in the Moderate Means 
and Hard Pressed categories. These seven areas contain almost 40% of the 
population, whereas they produce just under 17% of the gifted and talented students. 
There is not space in this paper to give details of the 56 types, though this analysis, 
which reflects the profile of the above two tables in finer grain, is available from the 
National Academy (www.nagty.ac.uk) 

  
Overall, then, the gifted and talented, as identified by NAGTY, tend to come from the 
middle and higher strata of society, with the highest strata being particularly strongly 
represented, while the lowest strata are particularly strongly underrepresented.  
 
Gifted and Talented students by Gender, Ethnicity and School Type 
 
We now move from the general social profile, to examine three categories of 
membership also germane to the equity argument, namely gender, ethnicity and 
school type. The analyses that follow below provide descriptive statistics of the gifted 
and talented students compared to the national picture on gender, ethnicity and 
school type.   
 
National data for comparison were obtained from the document First release, (FRS 
42/2005) published by the Office for National Statistics and the Department for 
Education and Skills. The national data pertain to the 2004-2005 school year, 
collected in January 2005, and although the NAGTY member were recruited across 
the years 2003 to 2005, the overall composition of the secondary school population is 
unlikely to have altered significantly in that period.  
 
There were 3,316,050 (headcount) pupils in secondary schools in the 2004-2005 
school year. Given that the National Academy has the ambition to work with the top 
5% of this population, and that our analysis is based on over 37000 students, the 
data we present here, as elsewhere in this paper need to be seen as providing an 
initial baseline at an early stage in the policy implementation, and not a prediction of 
its permanent future profile. The data on NAGTY members in the following tables 
refer to the full cohort, ie 11-19, the same age range as the database for the national 
comparison 
 
1. Gender 
 
Table D 
Gender distribution (in %) 
 

 National picture NAGTY members
Male 51.0 49.0 
Female 49.0 51.0 

 
Table D shows that the gender balance among the gifted and talented cohort closely 
follows the national distribution.  
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2. Ethnicity 
 
Table E 
Distribution by ethnicity, major groups (in %) 
 

 National picture NAGTY members
White 87.0 85.7
Mixed 2.0 2.7
Black 3.3 1.2
Asian 6.5 5.6
Chinese 0.4 1.3
Other 0.8 1.5
Not Known  3.2

 
Table F 
Distribution by ethnicity (in %) 
 

 National picture NAGTY members 
White British 84.4 83.6 
White Irish 0.4 0.7 
White Other 2.1 1.4 
White and Black Caribbean 0.7 0.6 
White and Black African 0.2 0.3 
White and Asian 0.4 1.0 
Other Mixed 0.7 0.8 
Indian 2.5 3.5 
Pakistani 2.4 0.9 
Bangladeshi 1.0 0.3 
Other Asian 0.6 0.9 
Black Caribbean 1.5 0.5 
Black African 1.4 0.6 
Other Black 0.4 0.1 
Chinese 0.4 1.3 
Other 1.5 

 
 
Table E shows that there is a significant overrepresentation of Chinese and Mixed 
ethnicity students among the NAGTY membership, while Black students are 
underrepresented. (Multinomial Chi Square = 2916.4, sig < .001). Within these 
groups, as can be seen from Table F, there are further differences, with Indian 
students over-represented, and Pakistani and Bangladeshi students under-
represented among the Asian groups. Students from White-Asian backgrounds seem 
to account for most of the over-representation of mixed ethnicity students in the 
sample. These differences are statistically significant (Multinomial Chi Square = 
4111.7, sig < .001). 
 
3. Gender/ethnic balance 
 
The expected gender balance for each ethnic group would be about 50-50. 
Therefore, significant deviation from this can be seen to represent gender imbalance 
within ethnic group representation. A Chi-Square test for overall differences was not 
significant.  
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There are some notable imbalances within particular ethnic groups, however. Among 
Asian- Bangladeshi and Asian – Pakistani members, over 55% (58% and 56% 
respectively) are male, while 62% of Black-African, and 55% of Black-Caribbean 
members are female. Among members of mixed ethnic backgrounds, 64% of Mixed 
White – Black African and 56% of Mixed White – African-Caribbean members are 
female, while 55% of Mixed White-Asian members are male. These data suggest an 
under representation of black boys, and of Bangladeshi and Pakistani girls, among 
the students identified as gifted. 
 
4. Type of school 
 
The main school types are given in Table G. 
 
Table G 
Distribution by school type (in %) 
 

 National picture NAGTY members 
Community 54.9 49.3 

 
Voluntary Aided/Controlled 15.6 21.6 
  
Foundation 14.3 18.0 
  
City Technology Colleges 0.4 0.1 

 
Academies 0.1 0.1 
  
Independent 14.6 7.9 

 
 
The gifted and talented students are significantly more likely to attend voluntary aided 
and voluntary controlled schools (these are largely Church of England and Catholic 
state schools), and less likely to attend independent schools than students in the 
population as a whole (Multinomial Chi Square = 3443.4,, sig <.001).  
 
Some interesting interactions emerged between school type and ethnicity. Among 
the Asian groups, Bangladeshi students are far more likely than other gifted and 
talented students as a whole to attend Community schools (76%), while Indian 
members are more likely to attend independent schools (14%%), a trend that is also 
apparent among members from ‘other Asian’ backgrounds (15.%). Black members, 
of both Caribbean and African heritage, are far more likely to attend (usually 
denominational) Voluntary Aided schools (52% and 41% respectively). Attendance at 
independent schools is extremely low in this group. Chinese students are the most 
likely of all groups to attend independent schools (17%), and least likely to attend 
Community schools (27%). White Irish members are the group most likely to attend 
Voluntary Aided schools (53%). 
 
Interactions between socio-economic status and ethnic groups 
 
The data include some interactional analyses with regard to social background and 
ethnicity of gifted and talented students. The differences between groups are highly 
statistically significant. (sig <.0001) 
 
Black students are significantly and very strongly overrepresented in the ‘inner-city 
diversity’ group, and also tend to be overrepresented in the ‘burdened singles’, 
‘educated urbanites’ and ‘aspiring singles’ groups, pointing to the more urban (as 
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opposed to suburban) nature of this group. They are underrepresented in the highest 
three groups.  
 
All the Asian and mixed ethnic groups are also overrepresented in the ‘inner-city 
adversity’ group, while White British are strongly underrepresented in this. All Asian 
groups, but in particular Indian and Pakistani heritage members are, unsurprisingly, 
overrepresented strongly in the ‘Asian communities’ group.   
 
White British ethnic origin students are also underrepresented in the ‘burdened 
singles’, ‘educated urbanites’ and ‘aspiring singles’ groups.  They are 
overrepresented in the ‘settled suburbia’ category, and in the four socio-economically 
highest status ACORN groups, pointing to a more affluent suburban pattern than in 
other ethnic groups. White British members were also represented in the ‘blue collar 
roots’ group. 
 
In respect of representation of different ethnic groups within ACORN groups, it is 
clear that the top categories in socio-economic terms are more strongly represented 
among White British, Asian-Indian and Chinese students than would be expected if 
there was no ethnic group-ACORN interaction. Conversely, these groups are 
significantly less strongly represented among Black and, to a lesser extent Asian-
Pakistani, students. A quarter of Black African students come from areas of ‘inner city 
adversity’. Black students also tend to be more likely to come from areas designated 
as housing ‘aspiring singles’, ‘educated urbanites’ and ‘struggling families’. 
 
It is noteworthy that while almost a quarter of members of Pakistani heritage live in 
‘Asian communities’, this is the case for less than 10% of the other Asian groups.   
 
Overall, then, clear interaction effects emerged, which pointed towards a tendency 
for students from the Black ethnic groups to be from either more deprived or, when 
affluent, from more inner city affluent areas, than members from other ethnic groups. 
White students tended to be from the most affluent areas. Members of Asian groups 
tended to be overrepresented in the lower ACORN categories as well, but to a lesser 
extent than, students from Black ethnic groups. 
 
Discussion 
 
There are three main areas for discussion arising from our findings. These are the 
problematic concepts of giftedness and talent; explanations for the current profile; 
and areas for further research and intervention. 
 
The first point to make is that gifted and talented students are defined empirically in 
this analysis as those students identified and recruited into the National Academy for 
Gifted and Talented Youth. It is obviously the case that students not so identified may 
be equally gifted and talented but not recruited into the Academy. This must mean 
that the data and geo-demographic profile presented here have to be thought of as 
provisional. For example, there are relatively few students from independent schools 
in the profile, although it is widely thought that, especially since the elite schools 
marketed themselves at a niche market valuing high academic achievement (Power 
et al 2003) there are substantial proportions of gifted and talented students in them. 
There are also small numbers of students from the lower socio-economic areas, and 
from some ethnic minority groups. As this is a report of an early stage of a 
longitudinal study, any changes in geo-demographic profile will be able to be tracked, 
but the point is that the social profile of gifted and talented students currently 
identified in England is probably not representative of the overall national profile of 
such students. 
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The concept of giftedness and talent is, of course, contested, as is the language 
used to discuss it. The identification of the cohort being analysed in this paper was 
multi-modal, with a single test (of intelligence or ability) being eschewed in favour 
nominations by teachers and others, drawing upon a range of evidence, including 
attainment tests, portfolios, and other evidence. This may have served a social 
inclusion agenda well, as indicated earlier, but it may also have favoured some 
students from families with high social and cultural capital, who have been shown to 
be able to exploit all kinds of welfare and social provision, enabling them to be 
identified as gifted and talented when the use of a more objective procedure, such as 
using a standardised test with agreed cut-off point, would not have done so. Some 
evidence suggests that something like this happened after the abandonment of 
intelligence testing at age 11 in some areas (Floud and Halsey 1957). On this 
argument, the current geo-demographic profile is in general to be expected, 
resonating with previous research cited above about middle class exploitation of 
educational provision. This is particularly the case with our method of analysis, 
because, as we argue above, unlike other socio-economic classifications, the 
postcode categories can be seen not merely as broad indicators of residential area or 
even of socio-economic status, but powerful and explanatory proxies for social and 
cultural capital. (See for details, www.caci.co.uk). It would be surprising if a cohort 
identified in the way described did not reflect the influence of cultural capital to a 
significant extent. Nonetheless as we argue further below, some 8% of the gifted and 
talented students were from the lowest four postcode areas, a higher proportion than 
might have been predicted on the basis of previous research. 
 
However, the profile is complex, and in several ways does not support the 
stereotyped image of gifted and talented students; there are some interesting 
countervailing characteristics within the overall profile. The most notable element 
here is the under representation of students from independent schools, generally 
thought to cater for a disproportionate number of gifted and talented students. In this 
sense it could be argued that this is early evidence that the English model’s 
emphasis on embedding itself in the maintained sector is working. Moreover, 
although collectively there is strong overrepresentation from the most wealthy groups 
in society, the largest group is from the mature families in semi-detached houses, not 
the highest socio-economic category by a long chalk. 
 
A more problematic aspect refers to the social inclusion agenda in particular. It is 
simply not known whether giftedness and talent, however identified, is distributed 
equally among all social groups or whether, as a result of the previous meritocratic 
policy, following the implementation of the 1944 Education Act which led to selection 
by intelligence test for secondary education, the gifted and talented have, to an 
unknown extent, been selected upwards, by a kind of capillary action, out of the 
lower socio-economic groups. This could lead to a view that an effective policy 
implementation should not necessarily lead to a target that those identified as gifted 
and talented should be, numerically, broadly in line with their representation in the 
school population. Against this, for most of the latter half of the last century, England 
has received large numbers of immigrants from overseas, whose presence may be 
assumed to have increased the pool of gifted and talented students to an unknown 
extent. 
 
In gender terms also, there appears to be no absolute bias. In terms of ethnicity, 
there are some obvious sub-cultural influences at work, though it should be noted 
that in very crude terms – white British or not white British – there is again no 
absolute bias. 
 
Some ethnic minority group students (Chinese, Indian and mixed ethnicity) are over-
represented, suggesting at a superficial level that ethnicity and culture per se are not 
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a systematic negative influence on the process of the identification. It is however 
probable that a principal part of the explanation for these groups’ proportions are 
attributable to affluence rather than ethnicity, since in these groups wealthy 
executives feature strongly. One of the contemporary initiatives in education when 
these students were being identified was the Excellence in Cities Initiative, which 
required the identification and development of gifted and talented students. This may 
have contributed to ethnic representation in the gifted and talented cohort. 
 
There appears to be a school effect, with aided schools contributing more than their 
fair share of members. This might be thought to reflect the tendency of the middle 
class to choose aided schools where they can. 
 
From the point of view of further research, Tables A - F above present percentages, 
some of which appear to be very small. However, the absolute numbers of students 
in the Moderate Means and Hard Pressed categories are substantial within the gifted 
and talented cohort - something over 6000 students. This, at nearly 17% of the 
population being investigated, is fairly substantial achievement from the point of view 
of social inclusion. Even if we exclude the Moderate Means category (which is not 
altogether sensible since many adults in this category according to CACI are non-
graduates and so constitute the traditionally ‘under represented groups’ in higher 
education), over three thousand students, some 8% of the population, in the poorest 
postcode areas have been recruited. Moreover, this figure includes some ethnic 
minority groups in low income categories, where cultural factors are assumed to be 
very influential on aspiration and achievement in education, such as Bengali girls and 
Afro-Caribbean boys. These data offer considerable potential for research and policy 
development.  
 
These students, because of being currently untypical, by virtue of their being 
identified as gifted and talented, for their social background, provide an important 
research opportunity to understand the processes by which they became so 
identified. It will be important to investigate their careers as they progress through the 
system through continuing statistical analysis. In addition, a major research task is to 
explore qualitatively, through interview and life history methods, how these students 
in the poorest parts of our country, under severe economic and often emotional 
hardship, and often being taught in schools which are reported by the Office for 
Standards in Education to be not catering well for their needs as gifted and talented, 
came to be identified as gifted and talented, and what their experiences can tell us 
about how representation of their peers, and effective support for them, might be 
improved. 
 
A second research task is developmental. These students are from social 
backgrounds not normally represented in due proportion in higher education. What is 
being developed out of this analysis is an intensive mentoring and support project, 
connected to, but quasi-independent from, the school to provide the guidance 
support and action needed to sustain students from the Hard Pressed areas through 
the school system and into university or other appropriate destinations. A programme 
of intervention is currently being developed targeted at three levels; the school, 
social/cultural groups, and individual students.  Such targeting has been made 
possible through the adoption of postcodes for data analysis. Such a programme 
could provide a fundamental knowledge base about the needs, opportunities and 
obstacles to the educational progress encountered by these students, whose ability 
and talent may be currently socially obscured or not fully recognised at the school 
level. 
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