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Abstract

There is a tension between government initiatives promoting inclusion and the categorisation of pupils. This is a tension that I have faced and sought to resolve in my role as senior educational psychologist leading the implementation of a local authority’s policy on high ability and to contribute to realising their inclusive educational vision. Through researching to evolve my living-theory praxis I have developed inclusive gifted and talented educational theory, practice and provision from an educational perspective. Inclusive gifted and talented education developed from an educational perspective is concerned with researching educational relationships, space and opportunities which enhance each and all learners abilities to develop and offer freely; talents, expertise and knowledge, as life-affirming and life-enhancing gifts. 

The foci of the paper are on developing educational explanations and standards of judgment of educational relationships, space and opportunities which support children and young to develop and offer talents, expertise and knowledge as gifts to enhance their own wellbeing and well becoming and that of others. 

The Living-Theory methodology (Whitehead, 2008) developed in this paper includes a multimedia narrative (Huxtable, 2009) to explicate the meanings of the energy flowing values and understandings that constitute the explanatory principles of educational influences in the paper. The values that are clarified as they emerge in the research are ontological values of loving recognition, respectful connectedness and educational responsibility and values of an inclusive, emancipating and egalitarian society. Rigour is enhanced using the methods advocated by Winter (1989) and social validity is enhanced using the principles advocated by Habermas (1976, 2002).

The paper contributes to educational research through its creative use of multimedia narrative/s to understand and communicate the meanings of values. These values, flowing with life-affirming and life-enhancing energy, explain why I do what I do. The paper also offers a relationally dynamic approach to research that develops values-based practice and provision in education.

Introduction

At the end of my career as an educational psychologist I spent 6 years researching my practice with the intention of deepening my understanding of my practice to improve what I do, and to produce a thesis that would make an original and significant contribution to educational knowledge. I draw extensively on my thesis (Huxtable, 2012) in the creation of this paper using  (to borrow from Morecambe and Wise) many of the same words – but not necessarily in the same order.  I am also developing the four ideas I offered in the thesis: 

1) Living-Educational-Theory praxis, highlighting the fundamental importance of educators creating ‘values-based explanation of their educational influences in learning’ (Whitehead, 1989), as they research to develop praxis within living-boundaries.

2) Living-boundaries as co-creative space within which energy-flowing values can be clarified and communicated.

3) Inclusive gifted and talented education developed from an educational perspective, which enables each learner to develop and offer talents, expertise and knowledge as life-affirming and life-enhancing gifts. The knowledge is that created of the world, of self, and self in and of the world.

4) Living-Theory TASC, a relationally-dynamic and multidimensional approach to research and developing praxis, which integrates Living-Theory (Whitehead, 1989a) with Thinking Actively in a Social Context (TASC) (Wallace and Adams, 1993).

As there are various conceptions of ‘gifted and talented education’ I wish to set the scene for this paper from the beginning by clarifying what my conception has been as the basis of my practice. I have been concerned with contributing to the development of inclusive gifted and talented educational theory, practice and provision developed from an educational perspective. That is theory, practice and provision that enable each learner to develop and offer talents, expertise and knowledge as gifts to enhance their own learning and life and that of others. I see this as an expression of my educational responsibility as a professional in education. By educational responsibility, I mean a responsibility to enhance educational experiences of children and young persons so that each may improve their ability to bring themselves into their own presence, and live a loving life that is satisfying, productive and worthwhile for themselves and others. 
To contribute to enhancing education as an expression of my educational responsibility I offer my learning as a gift to those who profess an interest, through their membership of BERA, in educational research, ‘for both the improvement of practice and the public benefit’ I say ‘gift’, as I am creating and offering my knowledge freely, with the hope, but not the expectation, that it will prove to be of some value to others as well as to myself. In saying, ‘hope, but not expectation’ I am trying to make clear that a gift does not place an implied obligation on others to accept or make use of it, although that is why I have created and offered it.  I believe Fukuyama (1992) is correct when he says: 

‘Human beings seek recognition of their own worth, or of the people, things, or principles that they invest with worth.’ (p. xvii) 

Despite my hope to offer knowledge freely as a gift I am aware of living a contradiction in feeling a desire for recognition of my efforts. I know that in offering a gift of the knowledge I have created I can be accused of arrogance and self-aggrandisement by others and myself. I believe such accusations to be ill- founded and am prepared to deal with the emotional turmoil caused in reconciling the recognition of myself as significant and insignificant simultaneously. 

A sense of my self as distinct and unique, but also at one with others in ‘an infinity which reaches beyond…’ (Kagan, 1989), is important to me. The conundrum of how to hold ‘i’ and ‘we’ together in an ‘i~we’ relationship (Huxtable and Whitehead, 2006) is expressed for me in the words of Hillel, which have stayed with me since I first read them as a child: 

‘If I am not for myself, then who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, then what am I? And if not now, when?’ (Ethics of the Fathers, Pirkei Avot, 1:14) 

I am using ‘i’ and ‘we’ to point to self and collective that is neither subordinate nor superordinate, but exist in an egalitarian relationship. It is a similar sense I make of Ubuntu that Nelson Mandela expresses in this brief video clip. 
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Video 2 Nelson Mandela on Ubuntu 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ODQ4WiDsEBQ 

I will begin this multimedia narrative by sharing my understandings of Living-Theory research, the educational influence on the evolution of my living-theory praxis (Huxtable, 2012) and pedagogy of employing a Living-Theory methodology that has transformed my practice. I will then clarify what I mean by inclusive gifted and talented educational theory, practice and provision and the influence on my work of taking an educational perspective. I will conclude with a brief description of a relationally dynamic approach to research that I employ to improve my values-based practice and the provision I have been responsible.
2. Living-Theory research

One of the reviewers of the proposal of this paper commented: 

‘Topic of interest-methodology may have limited appeal or currency amongst members and so potential impact on pedagogy limited?’

That this reviewer thought Living-Theory methodology may have limited appeal or currency amongst BERA members is concerning but I believe that it is an important observation. I appreciate them giving voice to what is implicit so it can be addressed, particularly as BERA proclaims it intends pursuing its aim of encouraging, ‘…. the pursuit of educational research and its application for both the improvement of educational practice and for the public benefit by… encouraging and supporting debate about the quality, purpose, content and methodologies of educational research;’ and, ‘by developing and defending an independent research culture committed to open inquiry and the improvement of education…’
The reviewer I believe is correct in associating the ‘appeal or currency’ of Living-Theory amongst BERA members with the potential impact on improving educational pedagogy. I believe this observation reflects the hegemony exerted by social science methodologies in BERA to the detriment of the development of educational research that can contribute to improving the educational experience of all and particularly of children and young people.  I believe that members of the British Educational Research Association should be concerned and familiar with more than the dominating education research rooted in the traditional social sciences and be aware of the implications of contributing to, ‘an independent research culture committed to open inquiry’, for improving pedagogy. 

I am not claiming that Living-Theory is the only form of research that is of value. What I want to do is to challenge the hegemony of the traditional social science methodologies by extending and enriching the palette that researchers in education draw from to develop their enquiries and so improve the educational experiences of all and particularly our young.

There are many social, cultural, historical and very personal reasons for the prejudices of researchers. In this paper I intend to address one, that of ignorance. The ignorance to which I refer is ignorance of Living-Theory methodology and the impact on pedagogy. I intend to address my own ignorance by researching into, ‘How do I contribute to the development of inclusive gifted and talented educational theory practice and provision from an educational perspective?’ By making my enquiry public in this BERA presentation I hope to invite others to question their own research methodology and the implications in practice of extending their palette of knowledge from which they draw. Many living-theory accounts have been legitimated at Doctoral and Masters level by universities around the world. Some can be found on http://www.actionresearch.net.  

2(a) Living theory methodology

I understand Living-Theory (Whitehead, 1989, 2008) to be concerned with a continual process of the researcher evolving their understanding and offering values-based explanations (the why) of their educational influence as they work to improve their values-based practice. I understand my living-theory as my values-based explanation of why I have sought to bring about change and the nature of the change I am trying to make: 

‘The primary distinguishing feature of a living educational theory is that it is an individual’s explanation for their educational influence in their own learning and/or in the learning of others and/or in the learning of social formations. 

This idea of living educational theory differs from traditional forms of education(al) theory in that traditional theory consists of sets of abstract conceptual relationships. The explanations of educational influences in learning of individuals are derived from the general abstract propositional relations and applied to particular cases that are subsumed by the theory. In living theories each individual is a knowledge-creator who is generating their own explanations for their educational influences in learning. These explanations, for doctorates, always include insights from the traditional propositional theories. 

In meeting criteria of originality of mind and critical judgement at doctoral standard, a living theory must communicate the explanation of educational influence in learning in terms of the unique constellation of ontological values that the individual uses to give meaning and purpose to their life. 

In using action reflection cycles, in the generation of living educational theories, the individual clarifies the meanings of their ontological values in the course of their emergence in practice. As these embodied values are expressed and clarified in the course of their emergence in practice they are formed, in the act of communication, into the living epistemological standards of judgment that provide the thesis with its critical standards of judgment. 

In terms of research at the forefront of the field in the generation of living educational theories this is focusing on the living logics of inclusionality and inclusional and responsive living standards of judgment for explanations of educational influences in learning...’ (Whitehead posting on the BERA jiscmail practitioner-researcher e- seminar, 16 Feb 2007) 

My living-theory account includes narratives and explanations of what I have done to enhance the educational influence I have in my learning, the learning of others and social formations, in the process of living my values as fully as I can through my practice. I use capitals to distinguish Living-Educational-Theory research from an individual’s living-educational-theory. 
As I research my practice to improve it and create a living-theory account, I clarify and develop my ontological and societal values as explanatory principles and living standards of judgment. I understand ontological values to be what it is that gives meaning and purpose to my life. When I refer to values as living standards of judgment I do so following Laidlaw (1996). I understand my standards of judgment to be ‘living’ in the sense they are evolving and are in a dynamic and reciprocal inter-relationship with my values and the practice through which they emerge. Rather than being seen as a reflection of poor research-design they are recognized here as an inherent and valid feature of Living-Theory research. 
I understand an educational knowledge-base to be that which educators draw on and contribute to, to improve the quality of education as a values-based process and experience. Whitehead (2010), Pring (2000) and others make further distinctions between educational knowledge and the knowledge of education created in the disciplines. However the prime distinction that has been useful to me is educational knowledge being distinguished by reference to the researcher’s, and/or practitioner’s, ontological and societal values and educational intent. My ontological values are those of loving recognition, respectful connectedness and educational responsibility and values of an inclusive, emancipating and egalitarian society. 

In describing my research as educational I also intend to communicate that I am researching to improve inclusive practice. By ‘inclusive’ I mean contexts where each person develops, and values, themselves and other people and the unique and valuable contribution we can each make to evolve a humane world where humanity can flourish

Before moving on to Living-Theory praxis I want to summarise what I believe distinguishes Living-Educational-Theory research and methodology. A Living-Theory methodology is a form of knowledge-creating self-study research of practice to improve practice, where the researcher:

· Accepts responsibility for their practice

· Researches their educational influences in their own learning, the learning of others and the learning of social formations, to improve it

· Recognises that their educational influence comes from the expression of their embodied knowledge and values

· Identifies where and how they are a living contradiction, and/or living a contradiction in terms of their life-affirming and life-enhancing values, to improve their practice

· Studies their self, not an egotistical, self-serving self, or ‘I’, but a loving ‘i’, intending to enhance their contribution to making this a better world to be

· Clarifies and evolves their embodied knowledge and values. Values are understood to be those energy-flowing values that are life-affirming and life-enhancing and give meaning and purpose to life the researcher’s life and work

· Evaluates and offers a theory to account for their practice with their values as living standards of judgement and explanatory principles

· Draws on the knowledge created and offered by others, for instance in the various disciplines or other fields of enquiry, to enhance their research-practice

· Creates and offers reasoned and reasonable accounts as valid educational explanations of educational influence in learning

· Offers multimedia narratives to communicate the relationally-dynamic nature of energy-flowing values

Living-Theory research offers explanations of educational influence in the learning of self, other and social formations.  It is a process, which has a generative and transformational influence not only in what is created in the living-boundary but also on the ‘worlds’ that form the boundary. However, it does not explicitly attend to the ~ space, the living-boundary, in the i~you or i~we, and explain the process by which values, theory and practice emerge and evolve as they are clarified there.

2(b) Living-theory praxis

I have understood praxis to be about holding theory and practice together and doing what is right according to an impersonal criterion. Living-Theory praxis is about accepting my responsibility to offer valid, ontological values-based, generative and transformational, explanations of the best life I can live for self and others. Ontological values are what I believe to be important and give meaning and purpose to my life, and beliefs are what I believe to be true. Values and beliefs are not always aligned. A person can express a value of inclusion – all people are equally of value - and a belief that ability is innate and therefore some people are born to lead and others to follow. I find such inconsistencies as challenging as finding that I am not living my values in practice. 

Living-theory praxis is concerned with recognising and resolving generatively and transformationally such inconsistencies and contradictions. In evolving Living-Theory praxis beliefs and ontological and social values, are researched as they are expressed and evolved within the complex ecologies of living-boundaries and the worlds that form them, such as between i~we and Academy~world-of-practice. Living-Theory praxis research necessarily includes not just researching my beliefs and theories of education but also my living-educational-theory clarified as it emerges from within living-boundaries. In the process the individual enhances their own educational influence in learning and the contribution they make to their own wellbeing and that of others.

It might be argued that Living-Theory praxis is a tautology. However, while Living-Theory may express a particular form of understanding of praxis, not all praxis may be in the form of a living-educational-theory. So, in the same way I talk of ‘ a gift freely offered’ to emphasis that what I offer is done so without expectation or obligation, I talk of Living-Educational-Theory praxis to emphasise that:

· My praxis as a living-theory is a form of self-study where ‘i’ is not an egotistical ‘I’ or a discrete entity. ‘i’ is a recognition of a person as real and they have an influence by being

· An account of praxis communicates how the researcher hold themselves to account for their educational influence and for having an inclusive, emancipating and egalitarian influence that enhances well-being and well-becoming of each and all

· It includes an explanation of how they give full expression to their educational responsibility for themselves and towards other people and communities

· The embodied knowledge and values of the researcher are clarified and evolve as they emerge and are articulated through the process of rigorous and valid enquiry in living-boundaries

· The life-affirming and life-enhancing ontological and social values of the researcher/s form the explanatory principles and living standards of judgment of educational influence in learning and life of self, other and social formations

· Praxis is created in the living-boundary, the ~ space in, for instance, i~we and the Academy~the-world-of-the-practitioner

To communicate my living-theory praxis generatively and transformationally to others and myself, I use multimedia forms of representation that contribute to a relationally-dynamic and multidimensional form of research and enhance the communication of energy-flowing values.

The purpose of Living-Theory praxis as self-study is not to research an egotistical, discrete ‘I’. The purpose is to recognise, value, and make visible the individual, unique contribution each person makes to their own lives and that of other people in living-boundaries. The living-boundaries are those between worlds such as Academia and practice and those in the i~we relationship where ‘i’ is recognised and valued as distinct but not discrete. A living-boundary is one within which something of mutuality and co-creation might be expressed without violating the ‘worlds’ forming the boundary. 

2(c) Influence on pedagogy

A dictionary description of pedagogy commonly is limited describing pedagogy as the art, science, or profession of teaching. However, there is a richer understanding of pedagogy emerging in educational literature. For instance, Zembylas (2007), from Cyprus, expresses a meaning of pedagogy:
‘…broadly speaking, pedagogy may be defined as the relational encounter among individuals through which many possibilities for growth are created’ (p.332)

Unlike some definitions, this makes reference to pedagogy being concerned with real persons and the educational relationship and space between them. An idea of an inclusional pedagogy that Adler-Collins (2007) develops, from within an English, Japanese and Buddhist context, drawing on Farren’s (2005) pedagogy rooted in a Celtic spiritual tradition, extends my notion of pedagogy further. Adler-Collins describes a space for informed listening, which acknowledges the differences of the other as a celebration of diversity and boundaries as permeable and dynamic: 

‘My teaching space, as a space, needs to be both bounded and open, bounded in the sense that it can take on the charge/energy/association of being associated with study as opposed to being unbounded as in social activities, and open in the sense that students can develop a feeling of ownership and of belonging in the space.’  (Adler-Collins, 2007, p.282) 
Adler-Collins expresses the tension educators experience in holding together the demands of employer, community and others, to ‘deliver’ a given curriculum, and responding to the living curriculum of each learner as a person with whom they have an educational relationship. I intend through my living-theory praxis to contribute to learners evolving and following their living curricula, characterised by flows of life-affirming and life-enhancing energy, in educational relationships space and opportunities that are inclusive, emancipating and egalitarian. I am making a distinction between life-affirming and life-enhancing; the former affirming what is and the latter contributing to the development of what might be.

Flows of energy are difficult to communicate in words alone, so I invite you to look at this short video of part of an ‘Improving Practice Conversation Café’. These were weekly sessions at the local council offices where staff from Children’s Services and Jack Whitehead (currently Professor, Liverpool Hope University, and Visiting Fellow, University of Bath) met to share, over coffee and croissants, what is giving us each ‘a buzz’ or ‘challenge’ and help each other to research and improve practice. At this particular session Chris Jones (then Senior Inclusion Officer) has brought her Masters dissertation and is asking us (myself, Jack Whitehead and Kate Kemp, then Pupil Support Manager) to act as a validation group for her. This clip shows the first 10 minutes of an hour-long session. If you run the cursor back and forth I hope you can sense something of the flow of energy (Huxtable, 2009). While I enjoy the full clip, the point I am trying to make about energy I believe can be understood within the first few moments (23 seconds into the clip) where Chris is asking ‘…is what I’m writing, is it rubbish?’ and her laughter is shared by the group. 
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Video 4 Sharing a sense of flow of life-affirming and life-enhancing energy

http://tinyurl.com/3kxadvt  

3. Inclusive gifted and talented educational theory, practice and provision from an educational perspective

I have worked in public (state) education all my working life, first as a teacher and then as an educational psychologist. I am committed to inclusive, emancipating and egalitarian public (state) education and to developing educational policy, provision, practice and theory to benefit all. I believe that education is more than schooling. I understand schooling to be concerned with the efficient transmission of knowledge, skills and understandings. I see the roles and responsibilities of an educational professional requiring more than the skills of an instructor or trainer and someone who maintains the status quo. Education, I believe, is concerned with enhancing the ability of each person to develop, offer, and thoughtfully value, talents, expertise and knowledge of the world, themselves, and themselves in and of the world as gifts that contribute to the flourishing of humanity. 

Lakoff (2004) shows that the language we use can embed metaphors of particular values systems and worldviews, which are brought more into being by the words we choose to communicate with. The words ‘gifted and talented…’ and ‘gifts and talents’ are exemplars. I understood how loaded these words are when I saw the stony faced response of an audience to my suggestion that Vlad the Impaler had a talent for art. There was no doubt that Vlad demonstrated highly developed artistic expertise but this was clearly not intended for the flourishing of humanity. I realised then that ‘talent’ is a values-laden word, and communicates values that are life-affirming and life-enhancing. ‘Gifts’ is similarly a values-laden word. 
Biesta (2006) alludes to the importance of developing shared meanings beyond a superficial lexicon when he writes, ‘Something has been lost in the shift from the language of education to the language of learning’ (p.14) and argues that we need to develop an educational language. I understand an educational language to be one that helps those concerned with improving education to keep connection between ‘learning’ and values that contribute to the flourishing of humanity. However, this should not be taken to imply that the events and activities described are discrete occurrences or that they can be understood without the integration of my developing learning and thinking. A similar issue was tackled in a book I wrote with Barry Hymer and Jack Whitehead (Hymer, Whitehead and Huxtable, 2009): 

‘The role of the educator in respect to living theory and inclusional pedagogy could be thought of as having various foci which are held together in a creative tension. We have used the metaphor of a challah before (Hymer, 2007) which might serve us here. A challah is a type of plaited bread; each strand is recognisable as distinct but not discrete and the baking brings the strands together into a new dynamic relationship with each other and within the whole. For this metaphor to be useful we need to have some shared experiences of a challah. So it is with trying to describe and explain our understanding of the role of the educator; we need to begin by establishing some shared experiences with you of teachers in the role of meaning-makers, as an inclusional pedagogist, as an educator working with a living theory approach to gifted and talented education.’ (pp. 123-124) 

In researching my practice implementing local authority policy on high-ability learning, as a living-theory researcher, I have learned to use ‘talent’ and ‘gifts’ as educational constructs. Through researching to evolve my living-theory praxis I have come to understand how I can contribute to the development of inclusive gifted and talented education from an educational perspective. Inclusive gifted and talented education developed from an educational perspective is concerned with researching educational relationships, space and opportunities which enhance each and all learners abilities to develop and offer freely; talents, expertise and knowledge, as life-affirming and life-enhancing gifts. I want to stress the notion of gifts freely offered. A child observed this is not necessarily a common understanding in our culture when she asked:

‘Why do we expect someone to say “thank you” when we give them something? Shouldn’t we give it to them for free? (Towan, 2004, aged 10, comment during a philosophical enquiry)’ (Hymer, Whitehead and Huxtable, 2009, p. 1)

As in common parlance, ‘gifts’ and ‘talents’ have many different connotations in the literature. However, writers often use the words without reference to the frame they evoke. Clarifying the frames of the researcher and the research contribute to recognising and understanding the normative background of both, the importance of which Habermas’s (1976) highlights. 
There have been (January 2012) concerns expressed in the English national press about how much men leading banks are being paid. The argument being offered is that unless they are given huge amounts of money England will fail to attract the ‘talent’ needed. Using the word ‘talent’ evokes a frame that communicates a sense of a person of unique social worth. In practice these men have demonstrated considerable expertise in accumulating personal wealth rather than talent to improve banking for the common good, whereas Amadeo Giannini (Founder of the Bank of America) and Muhammad Yunus (Founder of the Grameen Bank) demonstrated a talent. So, using the term ‘inclusive gifted and talented education’ I intend to evoke a frame concerned with enhancing the life-chances of all children and young people judged by qualities of ‘humanness’ rather than simply ‘economic’ worth. 

Maturana and Guiloff (1980) were concerned with a similar frame when they explored the biological question, ‘What is intelligent behaviour as a phenomenon proper to living systems and how is it generated?’ (p. 135).  Maturana and Bunnell, (1999) summarised their enquiry two decades later by claiming:
 ‘… that from a biological point of view we humans are all equally intelligent, and this is the case because we live in language. The fundamental neuronal plasticity needed for living in language is so gigantic that we are fundamentally equally intelligent.’(p. 60)

In their paper Maturana and Bunnel also explore the implications in practice of that claim using evocative words such as love:

‘If you want to achieve something that involves other people, you have to accept that we are all equally intelligent or you will not trust that the others will act competently. If you want autonomous and coherent behavior, you need only open a space of love, and intelligence appears there.’ (p. 61)

Again, although they are working in a different field to mine the language they are using evokes a frame similar to the one I wish to evoke in developing a language of inclusive gifted and talented education. Other evocative words have more recently begun to enter the vocabulary of educational researchers, as illustrated by Fredrick’s et al. (2010) paper on fostering passion in Gifted Child Quarterly. They were interested in, and explored the manifestation of, passion amongst a group of young people identified as ‘gifted and talented’ when younger, because the researchers believed, ‘…that developing a passion toward activities is one way to help counter youths’ discontentment and alienation’ (p.18). What I found of interest was that although they were researching, ‘Developing and Fostering Passion in Academic and Nonacademic Domains’, ‘… youth were not asked directly about passion. Instead, we inferred their level of passion from their interview responses’ (p.27). The purpose and conclusions of the research reflect the researchers USA context, which, like the English context, is dominated by economic and technocratic rationalism and is inconsistent with the deep frame that ‘passion’ evokes. 

I have previously referred to Biesta’s (2006) identification of a need to develop a language of education, and Lakoff’s (2004) point that language evokes deep frames. However, I can appreciate the reluctance of researchers and practitioners to develop through usage, educational language that reflects the intrinsic values-base of education. It can elicit a very emotional and aggressive response as illustrated by this extract from an email I received from a school governor, ‘… warm, fuzzy, nonsense which encourages people to feel good and to achieve nothing. I have to say I hope my children all grow up to write clear English, and never lapse into this sort of jargonized, feel-good, unfocussed clap-trap.’ He was a parent governor with a high-status profession, which was unrelated to education. The distraction of a small, but vociferous minority, notwithstanding, words such as, ‘passion’, ‘happiness’, ‘well-being’, are beginning to enter the discourse in various fields. For instance, Sir Ken Robinson (2009), influential in government circles, has passion in the title of his book, ‘The Element: How finding your passion changes everything’. Professor Seldon, Master of Wellington School, a prestigious, public (that is private) school, has introduced lessons in happiness and together with others, from various fields, such as Lord Richard Layard, has established ‘Action for Happiness’ (http://www.actionforhappiness.org/). Vallerand’s (2007) presidential address to the Canadian Psychological Association was titled, ‘On the Psychology of Passion: In Search of What Makes People’s Lives Most Worth Living’, and introduced his ‘Dualistic notion of passion’. Researchers who come within the broad field of positive psychology are growing and are bringing new language into being through usage, such as ‘flow’ by Csikszentmihalyi (2002).

Before exploring gifts and talents as educational concepts and developing inclusive gifted and talented education from an educational perspective, I want to clarify further the normative backgrounds of the gifted and talented education field and my own research.

Sapon-Shevin (2003) expresses some of the implications of the frames evoked by the normative backgrounds of traditional work in the field in the USA and England:

‘I argue that gifted education as it is currently defined and implemented in this country is elitist and meritocratic and constitutes a form of educational triage. Gifted programs are implemented for students for whom educational failure will not be tolerated (generally the children of White, privileged parents) and are enacted in ways that leave the general educational system untouched and immune to analysis and critique. Focusing our attention and energy on improving education for students identified as “gifted” removes our gaze from the need for more comprehensive, cohesive analysis, critique, and reform of the overall educational system.’ (pp.128-129)

While Sapon-Shevin is challenging gifted education in the USA on the grounds that it elitist and meritocratic, there is no challenge to the theoretical base of identifying students as gifted. I think this important, as the identification is premised, implicitly, on three beliefs. Firstly, that there is a discrete group comprising ‘gifted’ children. Secondly, that these children need to be identified as they have the inherent potential to ascend the heights of achievement beyond the reach of the majority, if given the right instruction. There is a third assumption, but it is unclear as to whether it is that such children should be identified and educated accordingly for their own advancement, or because, in their advancement, they are thought to be capable of making a contribution which most people are inherently incapable of, to the well-being and well-becoming of all. Whichever your political leanings, given the first two beliefs, namely that there are people inherently more ‘gifted’, ‘talented’, ‘intelligent’ (the labels are often used interchangeably) and they can ascend to heights of achievement beyond the masses if only given the ‘right’ conditions, then society’s gaze should be focussed on identifying and meeting the needs of such a group as an important contribution to developing a comprehensive educational system. However, I have yet to find a convincing theoretical basis for such beliefs.

These assumptions represent the notions of intelligence that have been expressed, with little variation, by politicians and educators since Galton first created the idea in 1865 (White, 2006) against a backdrop of a class-ridden, elitist society and a British empire. These notions of intelligence are not universal. I explored the roots of the dominating thinking in an English context and in other cultures in a paper presented at the BERA 2008 conference (Huxtable, 2008):

‘While White (2006) asserts that there are no solid grounds for innate differences in IQ or the traditional subject-based curriculum, which underpin the national gifted and talented strategy, and traces the roots of traditional notions of intelligence to Galton, whose theories reflect the values and beliefs of his 19th century world of empire and class, Freeman (2002) points out that the concepts are not universally accepted:
“The major cultural dichotomy affecting educational provision for the gifted and talented is between the largely Eastern perception - ‘all children have gifted potential’ - and the largely Western one - ‘only some children have gifted potential’. (p. 9) 
Sternberg (1998) in his observation about the different conception of intelligence and its relationship with wisdom also shows that a large part of the world already operates with a different way of thinking:

‘Interestingly, the conception of wisdom proposed here is substantially closer to Chinese conceptions of intelligence than to many European and American conceptions of intelligence (Yang & Sternberg, 1997a, 1997b). Indeed, one of the words used in Chinese to characterize intelligence is the same as the word used to characterize wisdom.’ (p. 360)
Professor Moira Laidlaw of Ningxia University, helped me with this further when she reflected on this quotation from Sternberg:
‘Yes, it’s 智慧 with the first character meaning knowledge, but it’s put with 慧 which has connotations of feeling: this shape at the bottom: 心 literally means heart. In Chinese there are words like 想 that mean think and feel. In fact sometimes, Chinese have huge difficulties differentiating,’ (Personal correspondence 11th August 2008)’

Even in a Western context the normative background against which educational theory, practice and provision is developed varies. For instance, Sahlberg (2007) shows: 

‘The Finnish approach to improving learning and achievement of all students, by contrast, is based on a long- term vision and a set of basic values that have been accepted by Finnish society.’ (p. 166)

Those values include intrinsic values concerned with equity and equal opportunities, cooperation, responsibility, trust, and democracy. It is curious that Finnish education is achieving success on the high-stakes tests it does not use in the manner advocated by England and the USA as to do so promotes competition and compliance. One argument is that Finland’s education system is currently successful because it matches ends with means:

‘Teaching is a profession that is typically driven by ethical motive or intrinsic desire, just as nursing, the performing arts and humanitarian services are routinely driven. Most teachers, therefore, expect to teach in congruence with their moral purpose, i.e. so that students would understand and learn to promote their personal development and growth, not only for favourable exam scores or other externally set conditions of progress.’ (Sahlberg, 2010, p. 49)

Those working within the education system are accorded the same respect; responsibility and support, expected for children and young people and the standards, by which practice and provision are judged, are educational. As I want to contribute to bringing an inclusive, emancipated and egalitarian world into being I see that I can learn from the Finnish work, whereas I struggle with a lot of the research of England and the USA, which reflects the normative background of extrinsic values reflected, for instance, in the promotion of competition, self-interest and economic rationalism.

I accept that some people appear to develop some talents, expertise and knowledge faster and easier than other people. I do not know why this should make them as a person any more valued or valuable.  There are some who challenge this notion of fast is best but ‘I do not have time to think - I have too much to do’ is a common cry from educators and in turn their students. Other cultures are not so preoccupied with activity as a standard of judgement. For instance, traditions of mañana and siestas, and the Buddhist notion of mindfulness and being fully present in the moment, point to the value in other cultures of a sense of well-being and living life well rather than simply fast. 

I want to stay with this point just a little longer, as it points to a contradiction between the normative values of English society and my own. A purpose of traditional gifted and talented education is to promote rapid acquisition of skills and understandings and early performance by individuals. Success of the provision is judged by the advancement to wealth and status of the individuals identified. The purpose of inclusive gifted and talented education is to enhance the educational influence a person has in their own learning and life, that of others and social formations. Success of the provision is judged by the advancement each and all individuals make towards becoming an educated person. An educated person is not simply someone who has and creates knowledge of the world. But someone who also recognises and values themselves and others, knows what it is that gives their life meaning and purpose and how to live a loving, satisfying, productive life that feels worth living. The effectiveness of inclusive gifted and talented education can in part be understood in the contribution made to children and young people developing their ability to emancipate themselves in their learning and life, to live the best life they can for themselves and others. Fukuyama (1992) identifies a core drive within humans when he writes:

 ‘Human beings seek recognition of their own worth, or of the people, things, or principles that they invest with worth. The desire for recognition, and the accompanying emotions of anger, shame and pride, are parts of the human personality critical to political life.’(p. xvii)

Status confers one form of recognition, and responsibility. I believe living a worthwhile life is concerned with feeling recognised and valued by self and others, and feeling the unique gifts we each and collectively create and offer are recognised and valued as making a valuable, worthwhile contribution to the common good as an expression of our educational responsibility. 

A considerable amount of time and resource is allocated to teaching children how to live a productive life. Comparatively little attention is paid to educating children to live a loving, satisfying and worthwhile life. The implications for my practice of working with educational notions of gifts and talents are to develop relationships; space and opportunities, that enable each learner to develop their own values-based explanations and standards to judge their life as well lived. I am not neutral. I wish to influence children and young people to grow to be adults who contribute to a loving, inclusive, emancipating and egalitarian society.

I believe the experiences of a child during their school years can have a profound life-long influence on their emotional, personal, social, intellectual and physical well-being. While the contribution an individual makes is not determined by early experiences, those experiences are often very influential, for better or for worse. Whereas ‘success’ or the ‘value’ of a person’s contribution cannot be measured, I do believe that we can develop a better understanding of what we mean in using such words and phrases, and in so doing can improve the quality of the educational contexts we create. 
Labelling an ability or skill as a talent and labelling an artefact or abstraction as a gift identifies them as socially desirable. In a neat, yet invisible move, the value is often then transferred from the skill, ability… to the person: that person is then seen as more talented, gifted… and more valued as a consequence. If such a statement is part of the embodied belief system of an educator, then the way that such an educator will engage with their pupils or students is different in terms of the educational relationship space and opportunities they will create with and for children and young persons, than if they believe that only a few people are inherently intelligent or have the capacity to develop and offer talents, expertise and knowledge as valuable gifts. Dweck’s (2006) work on the implications of self-theories of intelligence that an educator as well as a learner holds, gives testament to that assertion. Hymer (2011) further develops the implications in his paper, ‘From Cohorts to Capabilities’. What I am concerned with is gifted and talented education. By that I mean educational relationships, space and opportunities that support the development of talents, expertise and knowledge as gifts by all children and young people. 

Talent or gift is sometimes used to imply an aptitude. If I say I have an aptitude I mean I find something easy to develop. For instance, if I say I have a musical aptitude, I am taken to mean I find it easy to develop competency, skill and understanding in the field of music. I do not know why an individual should experience something as easy or difficult to learn or believe they have an aptitude, but these are interesting questions that individuals rarely research. It is often presumed that a person should work to develop their aptitude as a talent:

‘Everyone has an aptitude for something. The trick is to recognize it, to honor it, to work with it.’ (Shekerjian,1990, p. 1)

However, this is not invariably the case. What motivates some people to work at learning something may be a pleasure doing something they feel is easy. However it can be the effort required that generates, rather than requires, energy. I believe that educators should be sensitive to the possibility of mistaking something valued by school, such as good exam results, that a child appears to learn without effort, with what that person might want to devote time and energy to developing. Borland (2003) advocates: 

‘… that we dispense with the concept of giftedness – and such attendant things as definitions, identification procedures, and, for the most part, pull-out programs – and focus on the goal of differentiating curriculum and instruction for all the diverse students in our schools.’ (p. 118)

‘Curriculum, I would argue, is what the field of gifted education is all about. Differentiated curriculum is the field’s raison d’etre.’ (p. 118) 

However, I suggest that gifted education should not be concerned only with curriculum with predefined learning outcomes: a given curriculum, which is devised locally or nationally. In the English context I see the dominating influence of the given curriculum in the AfL
strategy. Clarke (2008) exemplifies the practice being promulgated in her book, ‘Active Learning through Formative Assessment’. The assessment made is for learning the prescribed curriculum, with the political and institutional drive to ensure that expected targets are reached. The consequences of this form of assessment contrasts with those focussed on an intent to enhance assessment for learning by means of a curriculum personalised by children and young people, who have identified that learning which is important to them. This notion of a personalised curriculum and assessment for the learning process it entails, is exemplified by the living-educational-theory research accounts by Clerkin (2009), ‘How can I use Irish language e-portfolios in the assessment for learning approach in my primary classroom?’ and Gjøtterud (2009) ‘Love and critique in guiding student teachers’.

The curriculum of inclusive gifted and talented education developed from an educational perspective is extended to include a personalised curriculum that is responsive to the learning of the child or young person in the process of developing talents, expertise and knowledge as gifts. The knowledge of the given curriculum is the content, skills or dispositions, predetermined by another, and/or by the social formations within which we live. The knowledge of the personal(ised) curriculum, is that created by the individual, in the process of developing and extending their educational influence in their own learning, the learning of others and the learning of social formations.

I believe that as humans mature the sphere of the individual’s educational influence and concern often moves from self to increasingly focus on more distanced and impersonal terrain, until they inclusively embrace self, other, social formations and the world in which they live. What do I mean by mature? A friend offers an excellent description of my meaning when she emailed and referred to a mutual friend:

‘Maturity, I believe, is taking responsibility for one’s self in the world.  He does that all the time. He doesn’t project. He doesn’t take on stuff he can’t follow through. He speaks the truth, whether it’s easy or not. He commits to things he’s chosen to commit to. He reasons rather than emotes. And so on. He knows what he is and what he’s doing and he takes account of the effects he has in the world and on others as well as on himself.’ (personal communication quoted in Balchin, Hymer and Matthews, 2009, p. 296)

I do not believe that maturing is simply a case of aging; I have met many 5-year-olds who in this matter are more mature than many 50-year-olds. I also do not believe maturing comprises a series of systematic developmental steps. For instance, some people seem to express a value of the world and yet not for themselves. Given those caveats I still feel:

‘…that one of the most important gifts an educator can create, value and offer their students is an educational space to mature. It is not a passive space. Wine maturing is not liquid doing nothing in vast vats in dark cellars for decades. There are very active transformational processes at work.’ (Huxtable, 2009 in Balchin, Hymer, Matthews, p. 296) 

During the fermentation process, the flow of energy in those dynamic processes can be explosive if confined to inert bottles! 

Biesta (2006) said that:

‘… education is not just about the transmission of knowledge, skills and values, but is concerned with the individuality, subjectivity, or personhood of the student, with their “coming into the world” as unique, singular beings.’ (p. 27)

Gifted and talented education should also be concerned with enabling people to come into their own presence as fully as possible and learn to be wise as Ackoff and Greenberg (2008) point out:

‘When all is said and done, it is wisdom that we seek more than anything else and that we wish our fellow citizens to possess. We want them to be able to make value judgements, to know the consequences of their (and others’) actions, and to learn from their mistakes.

The only way to develop values and judgement about one’s actions is to be able to exercise judgment and apply values in everyday life, in a way that is meaningful and relevant to you.  Wisdom is not something that one teaches in a course (or even through the lectures of a person we acknowledge to be wise). If we honestly seek out the sources of wisdom of a person we admire, we absorb some of the experience and attitude that inform that person’s life. But to be wise is to own wisdom, as yours, not as someone else’s, and to do that one must constantly be faced with situations that call forth the practice and application of wisdom – in school, at work, and throughout life.’ (pp. 21-22)

Learning to live wisely contributes to the evolution of the social formations we live in. Some aspects of the knowledge base of social formations constitute the given curriculum. This knowledge is not often offered as a gift inviting creative responses, but rather is imposed with an expectation of learning being concerned with acquisition and replication. This seems to be common across cultures: the given curriculum delivered by the powerful to ensure that the young and less powerful adults accept culturally determined knowledge. 

For ability to be recognised as outstanding it often has to be within the accepted norms of those dominating the field. The quality of the gifts offered by pioneers who lead the field are often not valued at first and the pioneer can be ostracised and even eliminated from the field of enquiry. In bygone ages unorthodox thinkers were shown the instruments of torture in appreciation of their originality, now they are shown the prospect of no promotion or even unemployment. Should a child or young person challenge the received wisdoms they risk failing examinations and getting a poor reference, which can have a deleterious effect on their career. Educators need to be prepared to work with the challenge of their pupils’ creativity and hold a space for learning open. In contexts dominated by high-stakes testing that is not easy. Support needs to be developed for educators at every level of the system to feel able to take learning risks to develop their talents, expertise and knowledge as educational gifts for the learners they have a direct and indirect responsibility towards. 

Gifts and talents are not neutral words nor is education, but few educators or academics contextualise their theory, practice and research by articulating their own educational values and beliefs or the purpose they ascribe to education. However, it is the articulation of those values and beliefs that help me understand what the writer is offering, and how I can engage with it productively to enhance my own theorised educational practice. 

My doctoral research programme was undertaken while I was employed within an English local authority to direct a programme to develop gifted and talented educational theory, practice and provision, and thereby contribute to the implementation of my employer’s inclusive vision: 

‘We want all Children and Young People to do better in life than they ever thought they could. We will give children and young people the help that they need to do this.’ (B&NES, 2005)
and its policy on high ability, which aims: 

‘…to increase the opportunities for individual pupils to explore and develop areas of ability to their own and society’s benefit…’

In that role, I have been faced with expectations from those I work with, such as Head teachers, pressures emanating from National Strategies to promote popular quick-fix packages, and the tacit impositions of the dominating theories of our culture, and the need to comply with the notions of traditional social scientists. I recognise the expectations, pressures and dominating theories can be internally contradictory, mutually conflicting, and/or at odds with my own values, beliefs and theories. However, rather than ignore them, or succumb to tradition or the latest initiative or fashion, I seek to develop a values-based response that is generative and transformational.

There are many definitions and ideas of gifts and talents and gifted and talented education, as I have indicated above. Many that are influential in schools have not arisen from educational concerns. Instead they have often developed from folklore, and as responses to questions of interest to academic psychologists and researchers working within the dominant traditions of the social sciences. They have subsequently been appropriated by those tasked with ensuring that politically-driven policy is implemented in education. I do not intend giving a review or an analysis of the multitude of publications in the field of gifted and talented education. Rather, I want to show that an educator can develop inclusive gifted and talented educational theory, practice and provision, by engaging from an educational perspective, where values and educational responsibility are foregrounded.

When I explore the ever-increasing number of titles in the field of ‘gifted and talented education’ I am struck by how few of these have a theoretical base or any rationale. I am not alone. Coleman (2003) comments on the dearth of theory in the field of gifted and talented education:

‘My hunch that little theoretically based scholarship was being produced was confirmed, although I found a range of papers that supposedly had a theoretical bent. In addition it became clear that no unanimity exists about what a theory is.’ (p. 64)

I take a theory to be an explanation that is not only rational but is also reasonable in relation to my values. For instance, theories of race and intelligence presented by Eysenck and Jensen in the 1970s were considered reasonable by proponents of eugenics, but not to those committed to developing an egalitarian and inclusive society. The theories in which I am interested, are those produced to explain educational influences in the learning of children and young people, to create and offer talents, expertise and knowledge as gifts intended to enhance well-being and well-becoming of all. 

Coleman (ibid) offers a metaphor of:

‘… “theory as tool”, which advances the idea that theory should function as a tool not as a goal, for organising disciplined inquiry (Marx, 1963), a tool that may come in different forms.’ (p. 67)

My living-theory is a tool in so far as it offers generative and transformational possibilities, which emerge and are clarified in the process of researching to improve my educational practice. I have in the process of evolving my living-theory praxis developed Living-Theory TASC to help me organise my disciplined, relationally dynamic and multidimensional, enquiry. As I employ this ‘tool’ I critically engage in the living-boundary between different worlds, with, for instance, psychological theories of learning and intelligence generated by academics and knowledge of practice generated in the classrooms. My purpose is to bring knowledge from different worlds/fields into the living-boundary between academic, practitioner and politician, and in that space to work with it co-creatively to improve educational theory and practice. I am not concerned with asking, “Is this a ‘good’ psychological, neurological, sociological… theory?” or “Does this help me implement the latest government strategy?” Rather I am concerned with questions such as, “What do these ideas offer me as an educator researching to improve the educational experience of children and young people coming to know themselves and the person they wish to be?” and, “How does this theory help me extend or challenge my living-theory praxis?”

How can I begin to recognise, amongst the uncountable grains of sand of gifted and talented education, those golden nuggets that I might profitably explore from an educational perspective? I am attracted to nuggets offered by those with whom I feel an empathetic resonance (Whitehead, 2010). However, at the risk of mixing too many metaphors, sometimes it is the grit that creates the pearl. Dealing with the grit is a good reminder that emotions and the viscera, as well as the head, are involved in learning and it takes a great deal of conscious effort to engage, with equanimity, with work that evokes frames that are the antithesis to mine. Emotions and viscera are also involved when engaging with golden nuggets and can equally override the head but such bias is not necessarily so obvious. Kahneman (2011) labels such fast, intuitive, impulsive thinking as System 1 and slower, effortful, controlled thinking as System 2. 
I accept that some people develop talents to a level that is described by an appreciative and discerning audience as outstanding – they literally stand out – and that some gifts are more valued in this society than others. Being more valued does not necessarily mean that one gift is more valuable than another. Newton is reputed to have said, ‘If I have seen further than others, it is because I have stood on the shoulders of giants.’ However, those standing on them often render those giants invisible. Shakespeare illustrates that something apparently inconsequential, such as a nail, can be momentous in its contribution to the development or otherwise of something more obviously notable, such as a kingdom. So, one implication of working with educational notions of ‘gifts’ and ‘talents’ is to focus on supporting learners to develop talents, expertise and knowledge as gifts that help them to find and follow their own stars, no matter how small and insignificant they might initially appear. 

In English schools in 2012 there is pressure to take every child onto a predetermine life-journey valued by their potential ‘earning power’. Working with educational notions of ‘gifts’ and ‘talents’ is not easy for educators in such circumstances where they experience their values negated. However, it is not impossible and I hope that the framework and research method I have developed in evolving my living-theory praxis demonstrates this. 

To develop expertise and talents to a high level, which may become ‘path-leading’, requires a considerable amount of dedicated application of time, energy, resources and thought. The work of Ericsson, Roring and Kiruthiga (2007) and others suggests that in the order of 10,000 hours ‘dedicated practice’ over 10 years is needed to get to the foothills of what we currently consider the paths towards the peaks of extraordinary achievement. To devote so much time and energy requires a clear and strong personal commitment. Motivation may come from without, as Gardner (Gardner et al., 1996) points out:
‘… even seasoned professionals may have a hard time continuing to work, in the absence of at least an occasional acknowledgement or evidence of appreciation. Nonetheless, sustained mastery is a time- consuming and demanding process. Unless the individual gains personal satisfaction that is not integrally tied to some regular public recognition, he or she is unlikely to persevere.’ (pp. 258-259)

However, a crucial point is that it is the worth that a person themselves attaches to what they do that is needed to keep them going in the face of what might at times, appear to be overwhelming difficulties. That worth can be concerned with the expression of a person’s values and recognising what they love to do: the area of endeavour where they gain an aesthetic pleasure creating, enhancing and offering their talents, expertise and knowledge freely as gifts. That worth can also come from enculturation of the educator and learner. 
I recognise that motivations vary. Some people are driven by a lust for power and control, a desire to accumulate resources such as money, land, goods… motives where people are simply acquisitive, egocentric and self-serving with no concern for anyone else’s well-being or well-becoming. Crompton (2010) draws on Schwartz to distinguish between what he calls: 

‘… intrinsic or self-transcendent values, and extrinsic or self- enhancing values (Section 2.1 and Appendix 1). Intrinsic values include the value placed on a sense of community, affiliation to friends and family, and self-development. Extrinsic values, on the other hand, are values that are contingent upon the perceptions of others – they relate to envy of ‘higher’ social strata, admiration of material wealth, or power.’ (p. 10)

It is important to me that I encourage motivations that reflect intrinsic values and a passion for learning to live a loving life well for others as well as self. I was therefore particularly pleased to read of Deci’s (1996) work on intrinsic rewards, which was brought to popular attention by Pink (2010). Deci, Pink and others contend that people work to satisfy psychological needs for autonomy (self-directed application of their creativity, expertise and talents to what they are doing), mastery (developing and enhancing expertise and talent) and purpose (making a valued contribution to the common good). In getting these psychological needs met, it is postulated that people experience pleasure and fulfilment in what they do. 

I wonder whether Self Determination Theory (Deci and Ryan, 2000) helps to explain the energy some people devote to an endeavour, which might be described as their vocation. I believe that for some people, their desire to offer as gifts, the talents, expertise and knowledge they develop, gives them a sense of vocation. Their vocation adds to the energy need for high achievement that Deci and Pink describe and Covey elegantly expresses:

‘When you are inspired by some great purpose, some extraordinary project, all your thoughts break their bounds. Your mind transcends limitations, your consciousness expands in every direction, and you find yourself in a new, great and wonderful world.’ The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali quoted in Covey (2004, p. 9)

This is very reminiscent of harmonious passion, rather than obsessive passion that Vallerand (2007) describes in his Dualistic Model of Passion. There is a pleasure in producing something of quality, whether a thought, an artefact, or a way of being, which becomes an expression of you – you are the artist, philosopher, psychologist, farmer, craftsman, lover, parent, friend…  which is further enjoyed in the pleasure it brings as a gift to yourself and others. Engaging in passion-led research is often not equated with work. We often dismiss it as ‘play’. In this English society, with its puritanical history, if you enjoy doing something then it cannot be good, and you should not be doing it, or as one manager put it, “no laughing in this office – you are here to work!” I see young children, as yet untainted by cultural expectations, totally absorbed in their work, which arises from their passion for learning, and their pleasure in offering the gift they have created. I experience this looking at the photograph of the child offering Belle Wallace her gift.

[image: image3.jpg]



Figure 19 Photo of child by Belle Wallace

It is not just the artefact or idea she is offering, it is a bit of herself, imbued in the gift. I wonder whether as adults we do not realise how much of our selves become woven into what we do, and how much we want our self to be recognised with love. By using the words ‘gifts’ and ‘talents’, I want to maintain a clear connection between learning and education as a life-affirming and life-enhancing values-based activity.

Freeman (2000) observed that if you want to know what a young person will succeed in later in life, look at what they do out of school, and where they choose to spend their time and effort. This leads me to engage with the field of gifted and talented education with research questions from an educational perspective: questions such as, “how do I help learners find their passions in learning?”  “how can I enable children and young people develop the talents they want to develop”, and “how do I enable young people to recognise how their passions and interests might help them develop and pursue what might become a vocation?”

To summarise, in the field of ‘gifted and talented education’ many educators, and those involved with implementing policy in education, take and apply theories and practices from other worlds, such as academic psychology, without distinguishing between what might be useful to inform the development of educational theory, practice and provision. Through researching to evolve my living-theory praxis in the living-boundary between the field and my practice, I have developed a notion of inclusive gifted and talented education from an educational perspective. Having outlined what I can do I will now address some of the implications in practice.

The purpose of APEX has been to enhance each child and young person’s ability to learn to live a loving, satisfying, productive and worthwhile life for themselves and others. My ontological values of a loving recognition, respectful connectedness, educational responsibility, and values of an inclusive, emancipating and egalitarian society, form my explanatory principles and living standards of judgement. The development of theory, practice and provision has been concerned with supporting children, young people and educators to develop and offer talents, expertise and knowledge as gifts to enhance their own well-being and well-becoming and that of others. The context of my work has been primarily in the living-boundaries between the contexts of school and community for children and young persons as learners; between schools, the local authority and government departments as social formations; and between the world of teachers and other educational professionals and the world of the Academy.

The complex ecology within which APEX was established and developed has changed significantly. Governments and legislation have changed, there are no longer local education authorities, changes in public services are now (January, 21012) being driven by a market-place ideology, and managerialism and marketisation characterises education policy much as Sachs (1999) described earlier in Australia. As a consequence the funding for APEX ended August 2012. Stories of the relationships and knowledge created through APEX are offered freely as a gift in ‘APEX Living Legacies: Stories creating futures’ downloadable from http://www.actionresearch.net/writings/apex/livinglegacies2012.pdf
In contributing to the development of inclusive gifted and talented educational theory, practice and provision through APEX I was concerned with enabling children and young people to live a loving life that is satisfying, productive and worthwhile. This led me to develop educational relationships, space and opportunities for children and young people to recognise their best intent and find support to give substance to it as they experience the pleasure of: 

· Working productively over time in an area of personal interest, enthusiasm or passion 

· Recognising, valuing and developing talents, expertise and knowledge as highly as possible 

· Creating and offering knowledge they value as a gift to themselves and others

· Recognising, valuing and co-creatively engaging with gifts they and others offer

Here I want to show how I developed APEX. No one section is more important than another, and the order in which the concepts are introduced should not be taken to imply a hierarchy or systematic progression from one to another. 

Drawing on Renzulli’s (Renzulli and Reis, 1998) notion of three types of learning opportunities I have organised relationships, space and opportunities for playful enquiry, objectives-led learning and passion-led research.

3.1 Playful enquiry: experiences, ‘playgrounds’, information, ideas etc to open minds and extend possibilities.

These are opportunities to broaden experience, bump into and play with ideas, concepts, imaginative possibilities, and even to experiment with different personas and ways of doing things, all of which add to the palette of social, personal, emotional, physical, intellectual and cognitive experiences to draw on when creating knowledge. These are opportunities to have learning adventures. While some of these learning opportunities may have preconceived outcomes, the outcomes are intended to be a guide to providers and participants as to the nature of the ‘playground for adventure and experimental journeys’ offered. 

The APEX Saturday workshops provide an example of this type of learning opportunity. Children and young people were offered opportunities to intellectually, socially, emotionally, personally, and physically, venture beyond their comfort zone, and see where a path outside of the given school curriculum takes them. 

Some of the authority-wide courses I have run for adults also make this form of learning opportunity available in the living-boundary between ‘school’ and academia. My intention in offering this form of learning opportunity was to extend the ‘palette’ teachers have to draw on in developing and researching to improve their practice, and to afford them a space to play with new and established ideas. Courses and workshops for teachers are increasingly limited to those directly-concerned with delivering the given curriculum, prescribed methods of teaching and behaviour management. Rarely are teachers given the opportunity to enjoy learning as an adventure, to step off-piste. My concern is that their fear of venturing into the unknown is subsequently communicated to their pupils.

3.2 Objectives-led learning: courses and masterclasses to develop and enhance skills, understandings

These are courses, workshops, seminars and the like, with a focus on learners deepening their knowledge of a field, to develop and hone specific skills, abilities and expertise. The National Curriculum is the prime example of this sort of learning opportunity. 

An example of APEX work here would be the collaborative, creative enquiry days we have held/offered. Many have been run with various experts. One example was that led by Andrew Henon (a socially-engaged artist) for children and adults to collaboratively experience themselves as artists developing their expertise as artists (Henon, 2009). Another example is a TASC (Thinking Actively in a Social Context) Day such as that run by Rob Sandal in Camerton School (Sandal, 2010) where the children were able to develop their abilities as researchers. Another example is the P4C (Philosophy for Children), SAPERE course with Barry Hymer, for teachers developing their ability to facilitate and lead a community engaging in a philosophical enquiry. While opportunities may be characterised by planned learning outcomes, the nature of the teaching can vary depending on what the purpose is. 

I am not concerned with setting up categories, but rather to develop a structure that helps me deciding where to focus my energies. So, for instance, being required to teach something to someone else can be a learning opportunity for the provider to improve his or her own skills and understandings, and as such may be the outcome of the learning opportunity to create knowledge which we come to now. The outcome of one of the collaborative, creative enquiry workshops introducing Research to Make a Difference, by Jack Whitehead offers an example. After one of the workshops pupils from one school introduced what they had learned to the rest of their class and they were allowed half a day a week for a term to develop their passion-led research and make a presentation to children and parents in an assembly. Two years later and those children supported a teacher to introduce another class of children to passion-led research.

3.3 Passion-led research: support for knowledge creating enquiries

These are opportunities to enquire as an expert, to create and offer talents, expertise and valued knowledge through disciplined enquiry, within a time frame, and driven by personal interest.

I became increasingly aware as I developed APEX, that there were few opportunities that supported learners as knowledge creators. Yet the literature on ‘gifted and talented’ highlighted that those who develop early beyond the expectations of their age behave as ‘experts’ and thrive where they are supported and encouraged to do so. There were similarly few opportunities for adults to extend their own abilities as knowledge creators through disciplined enquiry. 

Sally Cartwright’s (2008) work with AS Extended Project students stands out as a beacon in this regard. Many people take a considerable amount of time to develop their knowledge-creating enquiry through passion-led research. They draw on experiences from ‘playground’ learning opportunities, the skills they develop from workshops and courses with planned learning outcomes, and their diverse experiences in living. Their enquiry develops organically not sequentially. As learners research to create and offer knowledge of the world as a gift, they also create knowledge of self. Between the person’s enquiries is a boundary in which knowledge of self in and of the world can be created. In creating and offering a living-theory account, I am suggesting that a learner creates and offers an educational gift to themselves and others, as they extend themselves a loving recognition, open respectful channels of connectedness and expressing an educational responsibility. I will return to this when I move on to ‘Living-Theory TASC’.

3.4 A supportive culture

We live and learn in a complex ecology. My intention in developing APEX has been to contribute to a culture consistent with my ontological values of loving recognition, respectful connectedness and educational responsibility and values of an inclusive, emancipating and egalitarian society. My intention has also been to contribute to the development of a learning community that enables and supports people of all ages as learners and co-learners to:

· Ask and answer ‘good’ questions

· Make links between the apparently unrelated

· Go beyond the given

· Search for and construct meaning

· Interact meaningfully with society

· Contribute to and benefit from their own learning and that of others

· Know themselves, make personal choices and research personal passions

· Do things differently

By encouraging and supporting educators and learners to make public the knowledge they are creating, I believe that I am able to help develop an inclusive, cooperative culture of learning. Examples can be found in the Masters writings of the educators with whom I have worked, which can be accessed on http://www.actionresearch.net. Mounter’s (2006) work is an exemplar of the development of knowledge-creating learning community with primary-age children, as is Bogna’s in Croatia (Bogna and Zovko, 2010).

Rarely are educators prepared to share the early stages of developing educational relationships, space and opportunities in the process of their emergence. However, it is work in progress that may offer the most learning for others. To this ends I have established a Living Values Improving Practice Cooperatively:  An international Action Research CPD project with Jack Whitehead. This community supports professional educators from diverse contexts researching their practice to improve it. Some are registered with Liverpool Hope University through the Center for the Child, Family and Society so their work can be accredited at Masters level. Details can be accessed from http://www.actionresearch.net/writings/huxtable/LLCCPD/Home.html. The group is also supporting doctoral and postdoctoral research.

In the process of developing and offering talents and knowledge as gifts, learners may deepen their knowledge of their values, passions and the self they are and want to be in and of the world. In making public their work in the progress and learning collaboratively and creatively with others, they may also contribute to an inclusive, emancipating, egalitarian culture of learning. 

On http://www.actionresearch.net you will find Masters and Doctoral accounts of educators who have contributed to the development of APEX activities which show the influence it has had in their development of talents, expertise and knowledge as gifts to enhance educational experiences of others developing their talents, expertise and knowledge as gifts. 

Finally I would like to invite you to look at this 3 minute video http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4cu3C1Rk6c8  created by Ed Collings-Wells, a graduate student of Nicola Presley (2012).  Ed’s brief was to create a short video montage that communicated the spirit of the APEX project from the footage he was able to collect on the 3rd day of the last APEX Summer Opportunities so it could be shown at the APEX Finale the following day. The children, young people and adults’ express the influence engaging with the APEX has had in their learning. I believe that you can gain more of an insight into the influence that has had by watching and hearing them express themselves than you can from simply reading a transcript. I can hear expressions of energy-flowing values of loving recognition, respectful connectedness and educational responsibility, and those of an inclusive, emancipating and egalitarian social context which is enhancing their sense of wellbeing and well-becoming.

Finally, I commissioned Andrew Henon (socially engaged artist) to create a repository of stories of the relationships and knowledge created through APEX as a resource and inspiration for the future. The book APEX Living Legacies: Stories creating futures, can be downloaded from http://www.spanglefish.com/livinglegacies a website I created as a resource for those who wanted to maintain relationships and find new ones to continue to develop inclusive gifted and talented educational theory, practice and provision from an educational perspective for the benefit of all.

In the book and on the website you can find stories created through an organic process, birthed and evolved through flowing, complex interconnecting relationships and experiences, between learners and educators as they enquire together. To create such an account takes energy. Energy is often consumed by the stresses and strains of dealing with the daily demands made by others, such as inspectors demanding compliance of Headteachers with government imposed standards, or teachers demanding compliance of their pupils to acquire particular skills or knowledge. As a consequence creating a research account may often be relegated to the backburner, waiting for that fanciful ‘when I have time’, which never comes. A spur is often needed. Making a commitment to creating an account for a purpose, such as accreditation or a journal or conference paper, can be the motivator needed to make time for, and devote energy to, what is important. Where to start, and how to proceed, are two questions that I hoped to answer in clarifying Living-Theory TASC.

The research method I have evolved, comprises a synthesis of a Living-Theory approach to action research (Whitehead, 1989, 2012) and TASC developed by Belle Wallace (Wallace and Adams, 1993, Wallace, 2008) and incorporates multimedia narratives as a means of recognising, understanding and communicating energy-flowing values, as I detailed in the previous chapter. 

This is the Living-Theory approach to action research from Whitehead on which I draw:

What is my concern?


Why am I concerned?

What am I going to do about it?

What data will I gather to help me to judge my effectiveness?

How does the data help me to clarify the meanings of my embodied values as these emerge in practice?


What values-based explanatory principles do I use to explain my educational influence?


How do I use my values-based standards of judgment in evaluating the validity of my claims to be improving my practice?

How will I strengthen 
the validity of my values-based explanations of my educational influences in learning?

The diagram below (Figure 24) shows the steps of enquiry of TASC
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Figure 26 The steps of enquiry in the TASC approach (Wallace et al., 2004)

Through engaging with TASC and Living-Theory research, I have come to understand a disciplined process of enquiry that is comprehensible to children and adults, and is an expression of a pedagogy that resonates with me:

‘Education for democracy can only be developed by education through democracy…’ (Wallace and Adams, 1993, p.2)

The diagrammatic representation of TASC (Wallace et al., 2004) given above in Figure 24 is attractive, neat and colourful. However, the children working with Joy Mounter (2007) told Belle it does not communicate the multidimensional, interrelated flow that is the actuality of their learning. The children built a model (Figure 25) to communicate such a flow of energy. They used colour to show the flow, and represented the learning and knowledge created erupting up through the centre, the heart of the enterprise, as a shower of sparks on what is in the present and future.
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Figure 25 Joy Mounter's pupils' model of their learning

You may have to use your imagination more to understand the systematic aspect of living-theory TASC as a multidimensional zero-spiral knot illustrated in a 2D representation in Figure 26.
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Figure 26 Living-Theory TASC Knot (author’s work)

In the organic phase of Living-Theory TASC I may at various times, or at the same time, be gathering and organising what is known in the field, implementing a plan of action, or clarifying my concern. I may use qualitative and quantitative methods developed by social scientists, and draw on theories and knowledge developed by academics and practitioners in various fields and disciplines. What I use and draw on is influenced by whether it helps me understand and improve what I am doing. I go into more detail about the inter-relationship of the systematic and the organic phase of enquiry later in this chapter.

In bringing TASC and Living-Theory together, I sought to describe a research method that holds together the organic and systematic phases of educational research in a relationally-dynamic multidimensional manner; connects research to create knowledge of the world, with educational research to create knowledge of self and self in and of the world.

For simplicity I call this method Living-Theory TASC. 

Sonia Hutchinson and Paul Falkus (both members of the CPD/Masters group I supported) inspired my notions of learning journeys and learning adventures. To travel without a predefined destination I conceptualise as an adventure, or play, whereas to travel with a destination, even if very vague, I conceptualise as a journey. An adventure provides the openness to as yet unimagined possibilities, and journeys may enable the adventure to evolve rather than stagnate. A learning adventure that does not integrate learning and knowledge created and acquired on the journeys may become sterile, repetitive and superficial. I will not go further with those metaphors here, but will leave you to play with them to see if this helps you understand what I am trying to communicate of Living-Theory TASC in the evolution of my living-theory praxis as a multidimensional relationally-dynamic process, formed and informed by the complex ecology of my practice and being. 

4 Conclusion

Inclusive gifted and talented education developed from an educational perspective comprises theory, practice and provision is underpinned by a values-based rationale. The language developed through usage is consistent with the intrinsic-values based frame/s evoked. The contradictions between the normative background of the context and the ontological values of the researcher/practitioner are identified and the educator works to resolve them as an expression of their best intent and educational responsibility for themselves and towards each and all children and young persons.

I have clarified why my living-theory praxis is concerned with gifts and talents as educationally influential concepts and the importance I place on enabling a child and young person to come fully into their own presence. I have also demonstrated the implications of working to improve inclusive gifted and talented education in living-boundaries, and described a rational base to developing my work, that has evolved and offered an educational explanation.
To bring this journey to a conclusion I ask you to reflect on this paper with four questions in mind, drawing on Habermas (1976):

· Is my account comprehensible? 

· Can you see evidence to support the claims I am making regarding the value of developing inclusive gifted and talented educational theory practice and provision from an educational perspective?

· Have I provided enough detail for you to understand the normative background of my research? 

· Have I provided you with sufficient evidence that I am authentic in my claim to be trying to improve what I am doing as I live my ontological and social values  as fully as I can over time?

At the beginning of this paper I said, ‘I am creating and offering my knowledge freely, with the hope, but not the expectation, that it will prove to be of some value to others as well as to myself.’ So, I have one more question for you – has this paper been of any value to you in your own quest to improve your practice as an expression of your educational responsibility and a gift to enhance the common good?
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