
Gifted Education: The English Model in Full 

In many countries initiatives to improve education for gifted and talented children exist, but they are 

seldom comprehensive. Initiatives tend only to be available to certain ages of student, or to be 

found in certain regions of the country, or be restricted to specific activities operated outside of 

normal schooling. Special provision for gifted and talented children/students is seldom an 

educational entitlement enshrined within the education system. 

Why gifted education should be part of overall education policy 

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 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. 

This suggests significant intellectual ability being untapped and unnoticed. Finally, education 

research in England suggests that where schools integrate provision for the gifted as part of their 

overall provision general education standards rise. Surely, a perfect reason for a more co-ordinated 

approach. 

 “We believe that people should be able to rise by their talents, not by their birth or advantages of 

privilege. We understand that people are not all born into equal circumstances, so one role of state 

education is to open up opportunities for all, regardless of their background. This means we need to 

provide high standards of basics for all, but also recognise the different abilities of different children, 

and tailor education to meet their needs and develop their potential.” (Tony Blair, 1996) 

The English model: an integrated approach to gifted education 

The approach used to deliver gifted education in England is an integrated approach with a variety of 

strands. It is integrated in two ways: 

1. Gifted education is an integral part of general education policy. 

2. The actual approach used integrates pupils with their peers as much as is possible. 

This approach to gifted education builds on general education rather than placing gifted education 

outside the general education structure. However integrated education does not suggest that all 

provision for gifted pupils should be delivered in the regular classroom or indeed in the regular 

school. Just most of it. When specialist provision is needed then it must be made available, and lack 

of availability in school should not be a barrier to the progress of the individual. 

What does integrated provision for gifted and talented look like? 

1. A high quality basic system 



The core of gifted education in the integrated model is through day to day classroom provision as 

part of a high aspiration and high attaining education system. Gifted children and students should 

spend most of their time with the regular school group, especially in the 5 –11 age range. The 

standard school system should recognise individual differences and every school should plan on the 

basis of meeting a variety of needs, personalising the curriculum. This means schools should 

routinely plan to meet the needs of both their most able as well as their least able. All schools should 

deploy a range of pupil grouping approaches that reflect the needs of their pupils. Sometimes pupils 

will be grouped by ability and sometimes in mixed ability classes. School flexibility for the gifted 

should include the ability to progress more rapidly than others in the peer group, including taking 

external examinations early. 

Within all lessons, regardless of whether the pupils are in a lesson with pupils of similar ability or in a 

lesson where pupils have a wide range of abilities, lessons reflect a differentiated approach.   This 

should be evidenced in the lesson planning - the tasks set and the questions asked as part of 

teaching. With young children most provision for the gifted will be as part of normal classroom 

provision with a small amount of cross-school and out-of-school opportunities. As the child becomes 

older, and more advanced in some areas, then the mix between normal class, cross-school and out-

of-school will change. By 14-19 years the emphasis on personal pathways to meet personal needs 

pervades the whole education system. Here the school is the core provider but working in 

conjunction with a range of other providers to ensure optimum match between needs and 

opportunities. 

Every teacher in this integrated approach must be a teacher of the gifted. In this model teachers not 

only think about how to plan for their gifted pupils, they also have a key role in deciding who might 

be considered gifted. Every school is required to identify its gifted pupils and to specify the ways in 

which the school meets their needs. 

A major benefit of this approach is its ability to lever up the system. By focusing sharply on nurturing 

strengths, as well as mitigating weaknesses, the achievements of all children can be raised. Gifted 

students are more likely to reveal their abilities under an approach that seeks excellence for all, and 

those who demonstrate significant aptitude are likely to be drawn from a wider range of social 

groups. 

2. Fulfilment of individual potential through diversity of provision 

Post 1970’s it has become clear that proliferation of lifestyles coupled with a more culturally 

pluralistic society is creating ever greater individualism. In education this is one of the key influences 

on modern education policy – diversity of opportunity to meet a wide range of needs. The English 

model for gifted education builds on this general recognition of the need for diversity and exploits it 

in relation to the gifted and talented. 

a) Schools 

Different types of schools catering for different types of aptitude. This central plank of the general 

education system provides a structural response to student diversity. Diversity offered through 

Specialist Schools and City Academies expand the range of specialist opportunities offered to gifted 

and talented students through the general school system. 



b) Pathways 

Different pathways for individuals within the general school enable students to develop areas of 

particular strength. Education policy in the 11-18 age range, foregrounding flexible curriculum 

provision (personalised learning), places an emphasis on the development of individual strengths. 

This in itself forces a more systematic school focus on the needs of the gifted.  In addition, more 

advanced work within the system would enable students to voice their requests and eventually the 

user could begin to shape and influence their own pathways.  Gifted and talented students are well 

placed to lead this development since they frequently have very particular needs and are articulate 

enough to voice them. 

c) Wider schooling 

A focus on wider-schooling with the host school only one part of the education process. Here schools 

have a role in ‘shopping’ for the provision that will help their students make the most of their 

expertise. The National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth (NAGTY)’s Student Academy plays a 

leading role here in both the creation of opportunities and in matching that to student demand. 

NAGTY has a student community of over 34,000 students who see themselves as being educated in 

their ‘home’ school and also through NAGTY. ‘My school friends and my NAGTY friends’. This second 

group comprises of friends from all over England and from a variety of different backgrounds. For 

NAGTY students education is not only locally based, it is regional, national and international and 

individuals become more mobile in pursuit of the specialist provision that will enable them to fulfil 

their potential. 

3. Equality, social justice, meritocracy 

The English model for gifted education balances equality and meritocracy. Whilst it is concerned 

with meritocracy, it recognises that the creation of better opportunities will not in itself ensure that 

gifted children from under-represented groups rise through the system.  When provision for the 

gifted and talented is poor, children from affluent families supplement basic provision by private 

schooling, private coaching and family help to ensure their child achieves highly. Poorer families are 

not in a position to compensate in this way. Even in a well designed system, where barriers limiting 

the achievements of gifted and talented students are removed, it is likely that low aspiration, 

combined with limited access to opportunities, will mean that those reaping the most benefit will be 

largely from affluent groups. 

In the English model, special attention is paid to those from under-represented groups.  This is 

achieved in part by working through the school system to improve the general education offer but 

also by each school using data to identify individual gifted students from under-represented groups 

and intervening to offer them access to the high quality opportunities and the support they need to 

help them realise their potential. This is achieved using a combination of school based systems and 

access to wider-schooling opportunities. NAGTY plays a key role in co-ordinating this work. It works 

to support schools in their endeavours to ‘identify and provide’, and also supports individuals 

through NAGTY membership. Merely gaining admission to the NAGTY Student Academy raises 

aspirations. In a study undertaken in Summer 2003, 98% of NAGTY students expected to go to top 

universities and the usual lower expectations from under-represented groups was not in evidence. 

Once a student is a NAGTY member then responsibility for ensuring that they reach high 



achievement becomes joint between local school and national framework.  This reduces the 

possibility of under-achievement. 

4. A global perspective for the 21st century 

A major reason for a dedicated educational focus on gifted and talented pupils is their potential to 

play a leading role in their adult lives. If England is to be successful in a globalized world then it will 

need to produce leaders who can compete with the best. This cannot be left to chance. The gifted 

education policy is the catalyst that makes sure that this generation of gifted young people have the 

opportunity to develop their talents. This is joint endeavour between educationalists and the wider 

business and voluntary community. The English model works across boundaries in pursuit of 

expertise, mobilising all sectors to support education. 

The globalized world will also need leaders who are outward looking and internationally aware. 

Therefore a key part of the gifted policy is to work internationally. This is evidenced in a variety of 

ways. Teachers are able to go on study visits to look at practice in other countries and set up 

international links. Pupils are encouraged to study on-line as part of an international community and 

NAGTY itself is required to become an international centre of expertise. 

Summary 

The English model of gifted education seeks to enable gifted and talented pupils from all 

backgrounds to fulfil their potential. England sees this as important if it is to: 

 Meet the challenge of globalization 

 Tackle inequality in the education system 

 Reflect social and cultural diversity 

 Lever up standards in general education 

The potential offered by this kind of approach is considerable: 

 It is a relatively inexpensive option 

 It can be a lever to help raise standards in education generally 

 It supports the vulnerable especially the intelligent from under-represented groups 

 It provides a way to innovate in teaching and learning and so is attractive to teachers 

 It addresses the ‘geographical lottery’ of provision 

Potential problems in this kind of approach 

This approach is radical and dependent on the involvement of the whole teaching profession. 

Traditionally some teachers have been hostile to a focus on the gifted so success is dependent on a 

shift in attitude from them and the wider community. This model also challenges the notion of the 

school as single education provider controlling the child’s learning. A considerable change in culture 

is required for wider schooling to become a significant part of student provision.  However, if these 



cultural shifts are achieved then gifted education can become an important vehicle for achieving 

excellence in the education system. 
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