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UNDERLYING PROBLEM 

The present system of formal schooling, as it currently exists in many western 

countries, often fails to harness the full potential in many of its students.  A cursory 

glance at the media discourse on education reveals a predominance of negative imagery.  

Headlines such as these predominate in newspapers: “Our failing schools:  One in eight 

children gets sub-standard education” (Cassidy, 2006), “Failing from the start” 

(Wightwick, 2008), “Our government is failing our kids” (Marks, 2009), “School failing 

50,000 children” (Ross, 2009), “We must go back to the chalkboard to fix education’s 

failings” (Cosser, 2009), and “A lesson in incompetence” (Clark, 2009). Beyond the 

headlines, the economic and social costs associated with attrition of talent are a 

recurring theme in this discourse. 

Undeveloped or neglected potential is a perennial concern for educators (Bloom, 

1985) and represents a significant schooling challenge (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1993; 

Hymer, 2009; Matthews, 2009; McCoach & Siegle, 2003; Montgomery, 2009a, 2009b; 

Rimm, 2008, 2009).  Underachievement has been identified as the lack of systematic 

engagement in talent development activities leading to high level skills (Dixon, Craven, 

& Martin, 2006; Gagné, 2009).  Montogery (2009b) described underachievement as “a 
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progressive deterioration in school performance and low self esteem.  The frustration 

and boredom engendered by this situation can lead to social, emotional and behavioural 

difficulties” (p. 219).  Furthermore, underachievement is a “term used when the 

estimated potentials of individuals is not realised in their achievements” (Montgomery, 

2009b, p. 219). Underachievement has many guises, primarily boredom (Feldhusen & 

Kroll, 1991) and disengagement (Colangelo et al., 2004; Reis & McCoach, 2000).  

Underachieving students, at best, perform at the same level as aged peers (Hymer, 

2009). Identifiying underachievement is largely dependent on teacher assessment and 

judgement (Peters, Grager-Loidl, & Supplee, 2000). “Underachievement in many gifted 

children remains unnoticed because their school achievement is acceptable, or even well 

above average, by general standards (Gross, 2004, p. 170). 

To distinguish underachievement from genuine average achievement requires a 

level of attention hampered by the fact that “teachers, in particular, spend enormous 

quantities of time and energy in responding to demands from government” (Ferrari, 

2004, p. 229).  Such a connection also has been observed by Montgomery (2009) who 

noted that teachers were often anxious about covering the curriculum and meeting 

accountability requirements. 

The causes of underachievement include academic self-perceptions, attitudes 

towards school, teachers and classes, motivation, self-regulation and goal valuation 

(Matthews, 2009).  Negative self-perceptions with regard to learning capability has been 

well documented to negatively impact application, engagement with learning and take 

up of opportunities (Dweck, 2009; Mangels, Butterfield, Lamb, Good, & Dweck, 2006).  

Negative attitudes toward schooling, academia, teachers or other aspects of education 

have also been associated with low levels of engagement (Rimm, 2009; Matthews, 

2009; Montgomery, 2009a).  Research indicates there is greater acceptance for early 

starts and lengthy practice in athletics and the arts, but general reluctance and lack of 

understanding for similar commitment when young people self-select academic pursuits 

(Lubinski et al., 2001).  

Reasons for disengagement with academic pursuits include philosophical 

differences, discouragement and perceiving schooling to be irrelevant. Students who 

have philosophical differences with the curriculum or a teacher have been known to 

intellectually withdraw either in a particular circumstance or from schooling in general 

(Chaffey, Bailey, & Vine, 2003; Kannevsky, 1995; Matthews, 2009; McNabb, 2003; 



 

Montgomery, 2009b). Some students become disengaged when discouraged by lack of 

results from increased effort, often students who lack important study skills (Chan, 

1996).  Disengagement has also been identified in cases where students view the 

content to be irrelevant to their conceptions of their future life (Foster, 2009; Hymer, 

2009; Kerr, 1996; Kerr & Cohn, 2001). These conceptions are often reinforced by those 

of friends and family (Gross, 2004, 2009; Olszewski-Kubilius, 2008; Rimm, 2008, 

2009). The values and interests of friends and family have been shown to markedly 

affect achievement in complex ways (Freeman, 2000a, 2000b; Gross, 2009; Rogers, 

2007). 

Tension between academic achievement and social milieu has been known to 

contribute to underachievement (Vialle, Heaven, & Ciarrochi, 2007).  High academic 

achievement is popularly associated with social isolation (Colangelo et al., 2009).  This 

conception can lead students to underachieve in order to maintain social credibility 

(Gross, 1989, 2004, 2009; Robinson, Reis, Neihart, & Moon, 2002), popularly referred 

to as fitting in (Robinson, 2008).  The undervalued nature of academic achievement also 

has been known to drive students to seek other means of social validation (Gross, 2009). 

  Poor academic achievement “is often situational in nature and appears to be 

more dependent on motivation and attitude than on ability” (Hymer, 2009, p. 530). This 

link between levels of motivation and achievement has been well established (Gross, 

2004; Peters, Grager-Loidl & Supplee, 2000; Lau & Chan, 2001; Rimm, 1986, 2009).  

Studies of the literature reveal that supportive learning environments can positively 

affect student motivation and, subsequently, achievement (Foster, 2009; Montgomery, 

2009a, Matthews & McBee, 2007).  McCoach and Siegle (2003) found that unless 

students value either the task or the outcome of school work they will not apply 

themselves fully.   

Unrewarding instructional programs and rigid or inflexible policies and 

procedures in schools contribute to underachievement (Feldhusen & Kroll, 1991; 

Seeley, 1998; Thomson, 2006). Academically talented students were more likely to 

report their school experience as being repetitive and easier (Kerry, C. & Kerry, T., 

2000; O’Connell Schmakel, 2008) and lacking in challenge.  "Research has shown that 

84% of time in heterogeneous classroom settings is spent on whole-class activities, with 

no attention to differentiation" (Van Tassel-Baska, 2005, p. 93). 



 

The majority of exceptionally gifted children are required to work lock-

step through the curriculum at the same level and pace, and using the 

same school texts and materials as their chronologically aged peers. 

(Gross, 2000, p. 187)  

“Such a system has barely changed since the introduction of compulsory education in 

the western world in the late nineteenth century (Heller & Schofield, 2008, p. 109). 

Hattie (2009) argues that uncritical acceptance of conventional practice in schooling 

demonstrates a lack of evidence based educational practice, noting in particular that 

some of the most influential factors on achievement have received the least amount of 

attention.   

Perhaps unsurprisingly, many of the strategies found to ameliorate 

underachievement (Montgomery, 2009a, 2009b) are the same as the strategies 

recommended in the literature to optimise achievement.  Expertise in education is 

demonstrated by attention to affective issues, personalising learning, flexibility in 

schooling and relevance of learning (Montgomery, 2009a, 2009b)”.  (Williams, 2010, 

pp 45-47) 

WEST AUSTRALIAN RESEARCH 

In-depth interviews were conducted with twenty-two school graduates who 

achieved in the top 5% of university entrants, together with their parents and ‘best’ 

teachers in award winning
234

, West Australian research titled, Towards Academic 

Excellence:  A Qualitative Study of Students, Parents and Teachers (Williams, L. M. 

2010).  Why the focus on excellence? 

Although the pursuit of excellence is as old as academics itself, the 

increasing diversity of the student population and limited resources are 

obliging educators and policy makers to return to the fundamental 

questions about the nature of excellence at the heart of the educational 

process. (Ferrari, 2002b, vii)   

And how does the attrition of talent come into it? 

The attrition of talent can be most easily studied among the most 

talented; but what is learned there will be applicable to every child 
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struggling to develop her or his potential. (Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, 

& Whalen, 1993, pp. 5-6). 

Why were school graduates, their parents and teachers asked to reflect on schooling; 

what worked and what didn’t work in their experience?  While the promotion of 

excellence features frequently in education discourse, the voices of young people, their 

parents and teachers are rarely heard.   Few previous research studies have explored this 

phenomenon from the perspective of academically talented school leavers and 

influential parents and teachers. It is a premise of the study that recently graduated high 

achieving students together with supportive parents and teachers are in a unique 

position to offer potentially valuable insights into the optimal conditions and challenges 

of high scholastic achievement that would be of use to researchers and educators. 

 And what challenges were identified?  With respect to the factors influencing 

academic excellence, it is important to note that some factors were both a help and a 

hindrance.  This may occur when a factor identified as a positive influence on academic 

excellence is, when absent, likely to have an adverse impact.  For instance, it was found 

that students, parents and teachers valued intellectual challenge, for reasons relating 

both to learning and enjoyment.  This finding is consistent with other research findings 

(Betts, 2009; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1998, 2002; Hattie; 2009; Louden, 2008; Van 

Tassel-Baska, 2002), however, the lack of challenge was found to have an adverse 

impact and to be a key factor in underachievement (Colangelo et al., 2004; Davidson et 

al., 2004; Gross, 2004; McCoach & Siegle, 2003; Rogers, 2007).   

Curiously, subjects generally considered critical issues and frequently aired in 

popular media, such as discipline, funding for additional resources and class sizes, did 

not emerge as major issues in the current study.  The findings of the current research, 

therefore, were similar to those highlighted in 2009 by Hattie.   

Negative influences on academic engagement were found to restrict the 

realisation of potential in students.  This accords with Gagné’s (2009) definition of 

underachievement, as the lack of systematic engagement in talent development 

activities leading to high level skills.  Highly influential factors were related to 

schooling priorities and organisation.  Others were a broader commentary on the state of 

our society or of the student culture found in many schools.   

The table (7.2) presents, beginning with the first column, themes from students, 

parents and teachers.  The final column classifies the themes according to the following 



 

overarching issues: organisation of schooling; unrecognised potential; anti-scholastic 

culture; acceptance of mediocrity in teaching and learning; unhelpful mindsets; and, 

interruptions to learning.  Each of these themes is considered in the following sections. 



 

Table 7.2.   

Overview of Challenges to Academic Excellence  

Students Parents Teachers Overarching 

Issue 

Inflexible school organisation, focus 

on school ranking and scores, de-

motivating conditions, limited 

opportunity, slow pace and 

boredom, philosophical objections,  

few rewards 

Systemic oversights, 

impersonal approaches  

poor quality teaching 

and learning   

Lock-step approach, core business not teaching and 

learning, the politics of scores, lack of learned 

leadership, little recognition, little focus on tracking 

and reviewing student progress, few academic talent 

markers, no institutional memory, academic 

excellence in education staff, grave misgivings about 

policy 

Organisation of 

schooling 

Support limitations lack of self-

confidence, absence of student 

leaders,  skill deficits 

Unrecognised abilities, 

seeking fit, 

Gaps in fundamental knowledge, lack of challenging 

opportunities, few leadership opportunities, teachers 

reluctant self-promoters, actualising potential  

Unrecognised 

potential 

Social disapproval, distracting 

friends, few rewards,  the academic 

not valued, 

Anti-scholasticism, so 

many distractions 

Distractions, teacher tiredness, , the lack of value for 

academic effort 
Anti-scholastic 

culture 

Acceptance of mediocrity, negative 

environments, little focus on 

strengths or passions, poor teaching, 

lack of enjoyment,  unclear 

standards and goals  

Low status of teaching,  

poor quality teaching 

and learning 

A culture of mediocrity, decline in the status of 

teaching, teaching as a career of last resort, fewer 

skilled teachers, academic excellence in education 

staff 

Acceptance of 

mediocrity in 

teaching and 

learning 

Limiting attitudes,  reluctance to 

work, relationship issues in the 

home, unwelcome expectations, 

support limitations 

Missed opportunities, 

personal circumstances 

Social and emotional challenges, lack of learned 

leadership 
Unhelpful 

mindsets 

Little time for learning and low 

priority of learning 

Poor quality teaching 

and learning,  many 

distractions 

Victim to interruptions, Swamping us in  red tape, loss 

of autonomy, lack of learned leadership, distractions 
Interruptions to 

learning 



 

Organisation of schooling. 

According to the findings reported in the previous three chapters of this thesis, 

the organisation of schooling can present major challenges to academic excellence 

(Table 7.2).  This finding is consistent with other research showing school environments 

initiate and contribute to underachievement (Dixon et al., 2006; Gallagher, 2008; Gross, 

1989, 1999a, 2004; Hattie, 2009; Matthews & McBee, 2007; Peters et al., 2000; Reis & 

McCoach, 2000; Rimm, 2008; Rogers, 2007).   

Participating teachers identified ten major challenges at this level, many of 

which are interrelated.  For instance, lock-step approaches, core business not teaching 

and learning, academic excellence in education staff and grave misgivings about policy 

were related to concerns about lack of learned leadership.  To illustrate, research has 

shown that lock-step approaches, the grouping of students by horizontal, or age based, 

streaming through the early years of education contributes to underachievement 

(Davidson et al., 2004; Heller, 2000; Gross, 2004).  In schooling using this approach, 

“children are required to work lock-step through the curriculum at the same level and 

pace, and using the same school texts and materials” (Heller, 2000, p. 187).  

Consequently, underachievement may remain unnoticed at the class level if school 

achievement is acceptable by general standards (Gross, 2004, p. 170).  In addition, other 

important aspects of education such as friendship, finding ‘fit’ and affective issues can 

be exacerbated when development opportunities are restricted by organisational 

boundaries, such as full-time, same age, mixed ability groupings (Gross, 1989, 2004, 

2009; Heller & Schofield, 2008; Robinson, 2008; Rogers, 2007).  It was not considered 

characteristic of the organisation of schooling that progress was able to proceed at a 

pace commensurate with developing ability.  

De-motivating environments and poor ways of dealing with school boredom 

have been shown to lead not only to underachievement but to exacerbate issues such as 

low self-worth, helplessness and depression (Gross, 2004; Reis & McCoach, 2000; 

Robinson, 2008; Vialle et al., 2007).  Despite the rhetoric of reform and significant 

state-wide changes to schooling in recent years (Lopes, 2009) and extensive research to 

draw from, schools are still said to be stuck in the past in this respect, continuing 

traditions established 200 years ago (Hattie, 2009; Heller & Schofield, 2008).   



 

Many challenges were seen to be an outcome of a lack of organisational 

responsiveness to student needs and abilities.  The organisation of schooling was 

experienced by participants, at some stages, as inflexible and governed by poorly 

conceived policies and procedures.  Such challenges included a lack of recognition of 

potential, or of boredom, or of a slow pace of learning, including inattention to issues of 

scholastic progress markers and imbalances in school reward systems.   

Parents made reference, as did students, to poor quality teaching and learning.  

Learned leadership, which recognises influential factors in achievement and ameliorates 

underachievement (Peters et al., 2000), while evident in the teachers of the study, was, 

therefore, according to all participants, generally lacking in the management of 

schooling.   

When educational leadership is lacking the result can be an increasing focus on 

scores and school league tables (Miretzky, 2007; Goldstein, 1998) and a narrowing of 

curriculum opportunities for students (Goldstein, 1998). Others also claim the rhetoric 

of schooling is not matched by an appropriate research base (Hattie, 2009).  

Furthermore, academic excellence was challenged, according to teachers, by too much 

of a focus on efficient administration and bureaucratic compliance, also a finding in 

Miretzky’s (2007) interviews with teachers.  Other researchers have questioned the 

large quantity of time and energy expended by teachers in meeting bureaucratic 

requirements (Ferrari, 2004).  As illustrated in Table 7.2, teachers associated these 

challenges with a loss of autonomy.  

Unrecognised potential. 

Unrecognised potential in students has long been identified as a significant issue 

in education (Bloom, 1976, 1985; Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1993; McCoach & Siegle, 

2003; Rimm, 2008, 2009).  Participants in the current study considered challenges 

related to unrecognised potential to pose a major threat to academic excellence (Table 

7.2).  Lack of recognition and accommodation of strengths, interests and abilities, 

together with support limitations were key concerns of students and parents.  Teachers 

and students cited the absence of development opportunities, including leadership and 

challenging activities as contributing to unrealised potential. Teachers and students 

attributed gaps in fundamental knowledge to potential remaining unrecognised and 

undeveloped in earlier years of schooling.   



 

Parents in particular, cited many examples of difficulty accessing expertise and 

opportunities for the realisation of scholastic potential in children.  Educational 

provision is recognised internationally as being crucial to identifying and nurturing 

talent (Heller & Schofield, 2008; Shavinina, 2009).  Additionally, support limitations 

presented challenges to non-cognitive aspects of development in accordance with 

current research (Montgomery, 2009b). 

Anti-scholastic culture.   

Table 7.2 describes the challenges presented by a cultural milieu where 

academic learning and teaching is not valued, where mediocre scholastic effort is 

acceptable.  Additionally, systemic, bureaucratic requirements and organisational needs 

reportedly took precedence over factors known to advance teaching and learning.  

The challenges associated with anti-scholastic attitudes are well documented in 

the research literature (Colangelo, 2009; Colangelo et al., 2004; Gross, 2004; Robinson, 

2008), therefore, it is not surprising that students associated this with social disapproval, 

distracting friends and few rewards.  Attitudes towards sporting talent often were noted 

as contrasting examples of social attitudes.  Parents also raised the issue of anti-

scholasticism in connection with the level of distractions to academic pursuits in the 

school environment.  Similarly,  teachers were also concerned with the general lack of 

value for academic effort, citing the “tall poppy syndrome” in this regard.  They noted 

the tiring effects of countering this prevailing culture.  

Other studies of high ability children reported challenging attitudes involving a 

cultural cringe, with respect to gifted education (Gross, 1999a, 1999b, 2004; Davidson 

et al., 2004; Buckingham, 2004).  Furthermore, similar attitudes have been attributed to 

anti-scholasticism.  In 2004, Gross argued that close association with privilege served to 

restrict intellectual advancement opportunities:  

Equation of intellectual giftedness with social and economic privilege, 

and the consequent distrust and resentment of the intellectually gifted, 

has had significant effects on the development of gifted education in 

Australia.  Co-existing with the national resistance to anything that can 

be construed as ‘elitism’ is a genuine fear that, if one fosters the 

individual talents of a student, one will do him a disservice through 

setting him apart from others.  (2004, p. 30)  



 

To avoid the negative connotations resulting from this anti-scholastic culture, students 

have been known to hide their abilities often achieving at a level below that of which 

they are capable (Rimm, 2009).   

Acceptance of mediocrity in teaching and learning. 

Acceptance of mediocrity was seen to be a significant challenge to the 

achievement of academic excellence among students (Table 7.2).  This was closely 

associated with other challenges such as: negative environments; unsupportive peers; 

insufficient focus on strengths or passions; lack of enjoyment; and, unclear standards 

and goals. This culture of mediocrity also was spoken of by teachers and parents, who 

broadened its scope to include teachers and elements of general society.  They linked 

this phenomenon with the decline in the status of teaching, teaching becoming a career 

of last resort, fewer skilled teachers, a dearth of academic excellence in educational staff 

and unenlightened teaching.  The low status of teaching also was commented upon by 

student participants who acknowledged the challenging and undervalued nature of the 

profession. 

 “Ensuring quality teaching has arguably been the most neglected area of  

 education policy. Teachers’ pay has fallen significantly relative to non-teachers’ 

 pay, contributing to the shortage of qualified teachers of ‘hard’ subjects (maths, 

 science and IT), which are the keys to further skill development. There is a need 

 to upgrade existing teachers’ qualifications, and constrain administrative 

 ‘creep’. And it is important to find ways by which good teachers (and matching 

 resources) can be directed to schools in disadvantaged areas.” Quote from page 

 xix of Australia’s Productivity Performance Productivity Commission 2009, 

 Submission to the House Representative Standing Committee on Economics: 

 Inquiry into Raising the Level of Productivity Growth in Australia, September. 

The value in creating environments where academic excellence is socially 

valued has been recognised in the literature (Robinson, 2008). McCoach and Siegle 

(2003) found that students must value either the task or the outcome of school work to 

motivate achievement efforts.  This is reinforced by the finding that classrooms 

characterised by slow paced, repetitive and low quality teaching and learning impact 

student motivation negatively and that boredom is closely linked to underachievement 

(Freeman, 2000; Lens & Rand, 2000; Montgomery, 2009a, 2009b). 



 

Unhelpful mindsets. 

A culture that accepts mediocrity does little to foster growth mindsets in learners 

and, in fact, can lead to low levels of self-esteem and resilience, susceptibility to social 

and emotional challenges and poor learning skills (Dweck, 2006).  Student participants 

noted the effects of unhelpful mindsets on willingness to work and attitudes towards 

their studies, parents noted the effects on students’ uptake of available opportunities and 

teachers bemoaned the lack of learned leadership to shape student mindsets in more 

positive directions (Table 7.2).  This link between student attitudes and achievement has 

been found by a number of researchers, including Bandura (1986), McCoach and Siegle  

(2001), Lau and Chan (2001) and, most comprehensively, Carol Dweck (see 2006, 

2007, 2008b, 2009). 

Negative mindsets were sometimes seen to be influenced by unwelcome 

academic expectations in the home environment or even factors unrelated to education 

such as relationship issues and family circumstances (Freeman, 2000; Montgomery, 

2009a, 2009b; Olszewski-Kubilius, 2008).   

Interruptions to learning. 

Efforts at improving student mindsets and fostering academic achievement were 

challenged by frequent interruptions to learning (Table 7.2).  Students found these 

disturbances disruptive and believed they indicated the low priority status of learning.  

Parents recognised that excessive disruptions to learning often were indicative not only 

of a low priority for learning but of poor quality teaching.  Teachers felt that excessive 

interruptions signalled disrespect and found that administrative requirements often 

encroached upon learning time, an indicator that the core business of many schools had 

shifted away from teaching. Research has found effective use of learning time to be 

essential to realising potential (Alexander et al., 2001; Bloom, 1976; Bucknavage & 

Worrell, 2005; Gladwell, 2008; Hattie, 2009; Kerry & Kerry, 2000; Sosniak, 2003)”.  

(Williams, 2010, pp 249-255) 

BACKGROUND 

To fully consider the underlying problems raised in the previous section, it is 

important to consider key factors in optimising achievement.  Known influential 

personal and environmental factors will be presented in excerpts, together with findings 



 

from the West Australian research, Towards Academic Excellence:  A Qualitative Study 

of Students, Parents and Teachers. (Williams, 2010)
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“Influential personal factors. 

Ultimately the individual is the driver of academic achievement; learning is a 

process of personal development (Van Tassel-Baska, 2004).  A number of personal 

factors have emerged from the literature as influential in the development of academic 

talent.   

Recent work by Doidge (2007) and Dweck and associates (2000, 2006, 2007, 

2008a, 2008b, 2009) has confirmed the importance of habits of mind (Costa, 2003, 

2009).  Dweck’s work demonstrates the impact of personal beliefs or self-theories, for 

success.  This complements Doidge’s (2007) research into neuroplasticity, the brain’s 

ability to change and its susceptibility to development.  The brain was previously 

thought to be hardwired however, in light of new research findings the brain is now 

known to change in both structure and function as a result of thought and activity.  This 

research gives empirical foundation to the notion of a growth mindset which is the 

belief that qualities develop through effort and learning (Dweck, 2007) especially when 

applied to oneself in the form of a self-theory.  Comprising a personal conceptual 

framework, positive understandings determine aspirations, internal criteria, personal 

resources and use of development opportunities for growth but, importantly, also 

contribute to well-being and happiness (Csikszentmihalyi 2002; Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Seligman, Steen & Peterson, 2005). Such mindsets have been 

found to positively impact motivation and learning success (Dweck, 2000, 2007, 2009). 

Motivation has been identified in the literature as a key characteristic of 

successful mindsets.  Attention also has been given to the factors that strengthen and 

nurture motivation (Chan, 1996; Lau & Chan, 2001; Maslow, 1967).  However, as 

motivation is so central to academic achievement many of these factors are the same as 

those theorised to support academic achievement more generally (Sternberg, 1997, 

1998, 1999; Renzulli, 1998, 1999).  As strong personal motivation has been 

demonstrated to have the potential to overcome all manner of challenges to excellence, 

it is a central preoccupation of education research (Ferrari, 2002a; McNabb, 2003; 
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O'Connell Schmakel, 2008; Phillips & Lindsay, 2006; Weiner, 1974; Wong & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2006). 

Among the characteristics of motivation is the unusual phenomenon of the flow 

state, arising from optimal experiences. “The key element in optimal experiences is that 

it is an end in itself” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 67). The state of flow is a state of 

focused energy, intense motivation and full engagement in intrinsically rewarding 

activities. While in the state of flow, time is often experienced differently and everyday 

concerns diminish in importance.   

Intrinsically rewarding activities are closely associated with the notion of play 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975).  This incorporates ideas about passionate enquiry, love of 

learning, inquisitiveness and high levels of engagement.  These characteristics have 

been found to be present in talented young people (Betts, 2009; Bloom, 1985; 

Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993; Costa, 2009; Hattie, 2009; Noble, 

Vaughan, Chan, & Childers, 2007; Rogers, 2007; Van Tassel-Baska, 2009).  

Understandably, individuals were more likely to persist with extended practice of 

activities they found to be enjoyable, “a talent will be developed if it produces optimal 

experiences” (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1993, p. 243).  

A common finding in studies of talent development has been that academic 

talent, along with others, develops through extended practice, generally over a ten to 15 

year period (Bloom, 1985; Ericsson, 2002; Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Romer, 1993; 

Ericsson, Nandagopol, & Roring, 2005; Gagné, 2003).  This extended practice consists 

of focussed engagement on tasks directly related to the achievement domain.  

Commitment to the process and persistence with these tasks is fundamental to ultimate 

success (Gardner, 2002; Howe, 2004; Subotnik, 2003).  Of importance, therefore, is 

“discipline or the set of habits that allows a person to study and concentrate on a domain 

long enough to develop the skills required for superior performance” (Csikszentmihalyi 

et al., 1993, p. 32). 

Personal self-efficacy  (Bandura, 1996) has been found to be a key factor in 

enabling persistence with practice.  This is consistent with individuals who have 

reached the stage of self-actualisation as described in 1967 by Maslow.  Such attributes 

enable an individual to take a positive attitude to the work of learning; challenges, 

mistakes and setbacks are welcomed as paths to further learning.  Current research 

suggests an individual’s propensity for achievement derives from this kind of personal 



 

conceptual framework characterised by incremental self-theories (Dweck, 2000, 2006, 

2008b, 2009). In reviewing the literature, Olszewski-Kubilius (2008) noted the ability to 

be resilient, or able to tolerate “situations that are ambiguous, ill-defined, and anxiety or 

tension producing” (p. 63) is characteristic of high achievers. Such situations include 

those where one puts forward new work for review and analysis; risk-taking of this 

nature requires a tolerance of stress and tension. Thus, there is increasing 

acknowledgement of the importance of non-intellectual characteristics in the acquisition 

of excellence (Shavinia & Ferrari, 2004a, 2004b; Sternberg, 2003a, 2004, 2005a). 

 

 



 

Table 2.1.   

An Overview of Influential Personal Qualities in the Acquisition of Academic Excellence. 

Ferrari (2002d) 

Important lessons for the pursuit of 

excellence in  education (pp. 221-241) 

Costa (2009) 

Synthesis of existing research and analyses of qualities of high achievers (p. 412) 

Hattie (2009) 

Meta meta-analysis of 

achievement (p. 40-41) 

Mastery of traditional practices through 

extended engagement (targeted practice) 

in domain-related activities (Ericsson, 

2002).   

Accessing prior knowledge; transferring knowledge beyond the situation in which it was 

learned.  Applying past knowledge to novel situations. Managing impulsivity:  Thinking 

before acting; remaining calm, thoughtful and deliberative. 

Predisposed to learning 

(where effort is expended) 

Prior knowledge of learning. 

Seeing opportunity in unlikely 

circumstances (serendipity)  

Self-evaluation through the three 

components of self-regulated learning; 

forethought, performance, and self-

reflection (Zimmerman, 1998, 2002). 

Remaining open to continuous learning, admitting one does not know; resisting 

complacency.  Seeking and being intrigued with phenomena and beauty. Finding humour:  

Finding the whimsical, incongruous, and unexpected; being able to laugh at oneself. 

Degree of openness to 

experiences.  Emerging belief 

in the value and worth of 

investing in learning. 

Attitudes of setting goals, monitoring 

progress and keeping records 

(reflecting),  

identifying one’s strengths and 

weaknesses in intelligence, temperament 

&  personality, capitalize on strengths 

(leveraging) and ponder & learn from 

challenges 

(framing) (Gardner, 1993, 2002). 

Thinking flexibly:  Thinking about one’s thinking (metacognition):  Questioning and 

problem posing:  Having a questioning attitude; knowing what data are needed and 

developing questioning strategies to generate information. Gathering data through the 

sensory pathways. Taking responsible risks:  Being adventuresome; living on the edge of 

one’s competence Desire for exactness, veracity, fidelity and craftsmanship Persisting:  

Persevering through to completion; remaining focused. Thinking interdependently; Being 

able to work in and learn from others in reciprocal situations.  

Willingness to engage in 

learning  (high degree of  

concentration) Attribution of 

success to factors other than 

ability. 

Many paths to excellence, development 

better thought of as a web rather than a 

ladder (Mascolo, Li, Fink & Fisher, 

2002). 

Thinking and communicating with clarity and precision:  Striving for accurate 

communication in both written and oral form; avoiding overgeneralizations, distortions 

and deletions. Creating, imagining, and innovating:  Generating new and novel ideas, 

fluency, originality Striving for accuracy and precision. 

Development of a reputation 

as a learner (self-assessment). 



 

high levels of self-knowledge also have been identified in the literature as characteristic 

of high achievers. Intra-personal skills, particularly the ability to recognise and evaluate 

personal attributes, are required for the formation of strategies designed to capitalise on 

strengths and minimise weaknesses. The presence of these skills and use of such 

strategies has been strongly linked with mental health (Gross, 2004) and personal 

success, as in Sternberg’s theory of Successful Intelligence (1999, 2000c, 2003a, 2003b, 

2004, 2005b).  The core construct of this theory is the ability to succeed in life, 

according to one’s own conception of success within one’s cultural milieu. These 

individuals demonstrate various blends of creative, analytical and practical attitudes and 

behaviours consistent with tacit knowledge of important factors in life success 

(Sternberg, 2004).  People succeed by capitalizing on strengths and by compensating 

for, or correcting, their weaknesses (Sternberg, 2008).  The strengths-based approach to 

development (Buckingham, 2007) is consistent with these understandings.  

Metacognition is a key element in the approaches described above. 

Metacognition is described by Howard Gardner (2002) as a specialised type of self-

reflective activity involving thinking about thinking.   Metacognition overlaps 

significantly with Costa’s (2009) concept of habits of mind (Table 2.1).  Both terms are 

primarily used to describe self-regulating behaviours (Zimmerman, 2002) involving 

patterns of building, employing, reflecting and revising strategies to support optimal  

development.  Many scholars have found constant engagement in iterative processes of 

this type is a key determinant of success (Brown, 1978; Ericsson, 2006a; Feldhusen, 

1989b; Paul & Elder, 2002; Sternberg, 1997; Wallace, 2009).  Additionally, research of 

eminent and talented individuals, such as Simonton’s  extensive studies
 6 

(2002, 2003), 

Howard Gardner (2002) and  Shavinia (2009a) confirm the preeminent role of 

motivation,  commitment to learning and reflective thinking that has been understood to 

contribute to excellence in education.   

Intra-personal skills are clearly important, however, ultimately there is at least 

an element of success that is up to fate or serendipity (Ferrari, 2002d; Gardner, 2002; 

Gagné, 2009a; Gagné & Schader, 2006; Simonton, 2004). Research has shown, 

however, that individuals with strong extra-cognitive abilities are more likely to see and 

                                                      
6 Historiometric study using “the tools of history, biography and psychometrics to extrapolate general 
principles about human behaviour from the lives and works of eminent individuals” (p. 2). 



 

use various opportunities; they’re prepared to follow up chance events with intuitive 

leaps in understanding (Simonton, 2004).  “The concepts of luck, chance and 

randomness, are highly descriptive of how discovery, invention, and creativity function” 

(Simonton, 2004, p.  40). Autonomous learners (Betts, 2009) demonstrate these skills 

and operate at what Betts describes as the highest level of learning, passion learning 

(Table 2.1). Autonomous learners are described as intrinsically motivated, skilled in 

communication, problem-finding and solving; they are creative thinkers with a 

passionate desire for knowledge and a willingness to fail.  Individuals with such a 

commitment to learning were found to have self-selected interests and activities from an 

early age (Lubinski, Benbow, Shea, Eftekhari-Sanjani, & Halvorson, 2001). 

 Costa (2003, 2009), Ferrari (2002a) and Hattie (2009) all have recently 

reviewed the literature on influential personal qualities in the acquisition of academic 

excellence, their findings are outlined in (Table 2.1).  Their work largely confirms the 

key findings already outlined.  Among the themes they highlighted were the importance 

of reflecting, leveraging and framing (Gardner, H., 1993, 2002); flexible thinking 

(Costa, 2009) and building a reputation as a learner through self-assessment (Hattie, 

2009).  All these factors are closely linked to the notion of metacognition and iterative 

processes discussed above. 

Environmental influences. 

Parents and teachers are the people most important for nurturing talent 

development across domains (Heller & Schofield, 2008).  A general understanding of 

what it takes to nurture talent emerged from Csikszentmihalyi’s (1993) study of talented 

young people.  The importance of personal discipline was discussed in the previous 

section, other key elements are information; “this is what supportive families and good 

schools provide.  Without the knowledge-tools of the domain, potential cannot be 

actualized” (p. 32) and motivation, “which is affected in part by the encouragement and 

support of the field and of the family” (p. 32).   

Numerous studies have provided strong evidence that no matter what the initial 

ability level of the individuals, unless there is a long and intensive process of 

encouragement, nurturance, education, and training, individuals will not attain the 

highest levels of capability (Ericsson, 1994, 1998, 2002, 2003a, 2005, 2006b).  

Provision of this support is hindered by the anti-intellectual culture prevailing in many 



 

areas (Colangelo, 2009; Colangelo, Assouline, & Gross, 2004; Gross, 1989, 1999a, 

1999b, 2003, 2004). 

Influential factors in home environments. 

In the previous section titled “Influential Personal Factors”  it was argued that 

the individual is ultimately responsible for their own learning and that individual factors 

have been found to be very important for the achievement of academic excellence 

(Table 2.1). As the home is the environment in which the individual is nurtured and first 

educated, it is also the place where these influential mindsets and behaviours are first 

learned. Provision of this kind can be construed as opportunity (Freeman, 2000b).  

Research has shown that home environments conducive to achievement are 

primarily stable, secure and comforting environments (Freeman, 2000a; McCoach & 

Siegle, 2003).  Although it is understood that poverty inhibits academic excellence 

through reduced opportunities, including parental encouragement (Gallagher, 2008), 

some parents overcome challenges of difficult circumstances.  Gallagher highlights the 

important role played by positive parental attitudes in overcoming such difficulties. The 

important issues in this respect are belief in one’s self-efficacy and that fate and destiny 

are within one’s control, a focus outside oneself, and the ability to find new solutions by 

finding new goals and removing obstacles” (Olszewski-Kubilius 2008, p. 67).   

Conducive environments, therefore, are often associated with consistent expectations, 

firm boundaries and healthy routines regarding meals, sleep, exercise, work/study and 

recreation (Rimm, 2008).   

 



 

Table 2.2. 

An Overview of Influential Home Factors in the Acquisition of Academic Excellence 

Freeman (2000a, pp. 573-586) Olszewski-Kubilius (2008, pp. 53-70) Hattie (2009, p. 33) 

Positive emotional atmosphere 

Engagement modelled & imitated 

Encouraging the urge to learn 

Empowering children’s competence 

Psychological learning opportunities  

language rich  environment 

Emotional freedom 

Values espoused and enacted.   

The value of hard work, persistence and high achievement (effort matters)   

The importance of education; intrinsic value, personal development, success  

Beliefs about self-efficacy; control your destiny, you set the course of your life you 

can overcome obstacles.  Beliefs about importance; money, status etc.  The importance 

of being intellectually curious or investigative 

The importance of being involved in the community, service  

Constructive family attitudes and interpretations of negative situations or 

circumstances 

High aspirations and expectations 

Attitudes reflect the belief success is 

attributed to sheer effort.   

Positive, specific feedback 

Suggestions for practice 

Interests and leisure activities indicate  

potential areas of  high achievement 

Modelling love of and engagement in meaningful work  

Exposing children to a wide variety of cultural enrichment 

Orienting family life around school or lessons  

Providing access to a wide variety of books and other educational materials  

Setting high expectations for grades and achievements   

Providing special lessons in talent areas 

Strategies to back up expectations 

Time in activities with children, reading, 

books and musical instruments in the 

home 

Provision of materials and tuition to 

advance learning and creative 

production 

Pleasure in children’s efforts 

Modelling independent pursuits, self-study, creative hobbies, reading for pleasure The 

importance of active recreational pursuits, participation in sports, hobbies 

The importance of creativity and creative production 

 

Encouragement 

Time with children develops executive 

regulators – planning, monitoring, 

checking outcomes, problem solving. 

Sensitivity to child’s concerns; 

assistance with language and problems 

of education  

Monitoring and assisting with homework 

Intervening in school issues 

Providing special educational programs and garnering other services as needed such as 

evaluation, testing  

Communication of the language 

of learning and schooling  

Interest in school and home work 

Assistance with work 

Discussion of school progress  



 

In addition to the characteristics described above, the ideal home environment 

for academic achievement (Table 2.2) includes a number of features that support 

children’s development.  Research has found a distinguishing feature of such 

environments is that adults spend time with children (Freeman, 2000a).  Other features 

of these environments include authority figures modelling desirable intellectual 

behaviours (Bloom, 1985; Csikszentmihalyi et al, 1993; Olszewski-Kubilius, 2008); 

language rich environments (Freeman, 2000) typified by a love of books and reading 

(Moltzen, 2006); being intellectually curious, engaging in intellectual discussions or 

debates, engaging in tasks of writing for pleasure and work/study in the home; and, 

through shared family experiences (Table 2.2).  Adults sharing their own passions and 

enthusiasms also encouraged and helped children develop their strengths (Goertzel, 

2004). In some families there is a history of involvement (Olszewski-Kubilius 2008, p. 

53) from previous generation’s participation in particular domains and the 

corresponding values explicitly conveyed to children, or implicitly, through tacit 

knowledge.  

When home environments provide emotional and material support, families are 

said to be supportive of talent development.  Parents in Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde and 

Whalen’s (1993) study engaged in providing; clear rules and feedback, consistent 

standards, challenging activities engaged in by the family, family values such as trust, 

security and commitment and constructive use of leisure time. Balanced tension is a 

term used where supportive families encourage risk taking while offering a sense of 

support. 

Supportive families encourage small signs of interest in young children, 

devoting time and resources to talent development in a naturalistic and playful way 

(Bloom, 1985).  This involves supporting young people to explore, select and pursue 

their own interests and facilitating these when necessary (obtaining resources, 

organising activities, accompanying children to places of interests). A key finding in 

studies of talent development was that enjoyment of a key area of interest was fostered 

by a parent, teacher or coach who encouraged a love of learning, before the child 

reached the age of 12 (Bloom, 1985).  Thus, children were predisposed to learning, 

developed constructive habits while engaged in skill acquisition at a pace in keeping 

with developing abilities.  



 

Researchers (e.g. Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1993; Van Tassel-Baska, 2004) have 

cited the productive use of time outside of school as a significant indicator of creative 

productive adolescents.  Such engagement allows extended practice in development 

activities, thus contributing to developing abilities (Alexander, Entwisle, & Olson, 

2001; Gladwell, 2008).  In a study exploring the influences on development of young 

talent outside the school environment, Greenspan, Solomon, and Gardner (2004) found 

that parents: 

Actively initiated their children’s participation, provided moral support 

to help them sustain their commitment, and offered technical assistance 

to help children improve their skills.  Parents exerted their influence both 

through provided deliberate and explicit advice as well as by modeling 

desired behaviours. (p. 134) 

Whatever the area of a child’s interest, parents were an extremely significant influence 

across all stages of children’s development.   

Parents also have been identified as key to supporting children in their formal 

schooling (Hattie, 2009), whether simply providing assistance, mentoring and taking an 

interest in their progress (Table 2.2), or advocating on their behalf to ensure 

environments nurture academic talent  (Colangelo et al., 2004; Olszewski-Kubilius, 

2008).  Supportive home environments set children up well to be emotionally and 

physically healthy, they nurture early learning and lay the foundation for positive habits 

of mind (Table 2.2).   

Influential factors in school environments. 

Schools create learning cultures and use resources and the framework of 

education to extend early development achieved in the home environment (Table 2.2).  

Schooling is dedicated primarily to promoting individual learning.  Education research 

has provided a great deal of insight into the learning process (Anderson, Krathwohl, & 

Bloom, 2001; Hattie, 2009; Rogers, 2007), the practical ways to support learning in the 

school environment and ways of personalising learning to enable all children to reach 

their potential (Table 2.3). 

 



 

Table 2.3. 

An Overview of Influential School Factors in the Acquisition of Academic Excellence 

VanTassel-Baska (2005, pp. 91-97) 

Overview of School-Based Talent Development 

Betts (2009, p. 84) 

Conditions for Autonomous Learning 

Hattie (2009, p. 22) 

Conditions for Visible Teaching and Learning 

 

Accelerated study options (flexibility in schooling) 

Including content acceleration opportunities at all 

levels of schooling and in all subject areas and across 

grades, acceleration through the use of technology 

options and opportunities.  

 

Flexible grouping practices accommodate learners’ 

needs 

 

Such practices require the design of differentiated 

units of study, differentiated curriculum resources, 

instructional differentiation, and the use of 

appropriate assessment tools to judge authentic 

learning 

 

Meaningful learning experiences to offer depth and 

complexity  

 

Problem based learning 

 

Higher level questioning techniques 

 

Schools need to ensure that differentiated practices 

are in place in all subject areas, at both the 

elementary and secondary levels.   

 

Access to advanced opportunities outside of school is 

a facilitative role for schools Key support is quality 

teaching 

 

 

Advocacy for the learner in the school, home, and 

community 

 

Opportunities to develop intellectual and creative 

friends of all ages 

 

Opportunities for academic success related to passion 

areas 

 

Wide variety of accelerated options  

 

Implementation of a long-term, integrated plan of 

study 

 

Opportunities for multiple, related, in-depth studies 

 

Waiver of traditional school policies and regulations 

 

Mentorships at a professional level 

Removal of time and space restrictions 

Get out of their way and let them be them! 

 

Learning is the explicit goal 

 

Learning is appropriately challenging 

 

The teacher and the student both (in their various 

ways) seek to ascertain whether and to what degree 

the challenging goal is attained 

 

There is deliberate practice aimed at attaining 

mastery of the goal 

 

 Feedback is given and sought 

 

There are active passionate and engaging people 

(teacher, student, peers and so on) participating in the 

act of learning 

 

It is teachers seeing learning through the eyes of 

students, and students seeing teaching as the key to 

their ongoing learning 

 

The remarkable feature of the evidence is that the 

biggest effects on student learning occur when 

teachers become learners of their own teaching and 

when students become their own teachers they exhibit 

the self-regulatory attributes that seem most desirable 

for learners:  self-monitoring, self-evaluation, self-

assessment, self-teaching 

 



 

Education research has shown that the paths to developing academic talent are 

many and varied (Hattie, 2009; Moltzen, 2009).  Responding to these individual 

learning needs has been found to be key to facilitating student achievement (Betts, 

2009; Ericsson, 2002; Nockles, 2009). The culture of schools has emerged from the 

literature (Table 2.3) to have an unexpected level of influence on student achievement 

(Colangelo, 2009; Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 1989).  

“The most powerful effects of the school related to features within schools, such as the 

climate of the classroom, peer influences, and the lack of disruptive students in the 

classroom” (Hattie, 2009, p. 33). “A climate of excellence is a powerful force, even 

without additional resources, within a school” (Van Tassel-Baska, 1998b, p. 513). “It 

has become apparent that the amount of money and talent expended on efforts to 

improve curriculum and instruction is no guarantee of the effectiveness of the new 

approaches” (Bloom, 1976, p. 3).  

Tailoring education to the individual learning trajectories of students and 

improving school culture has been found to have been made difficult by the decline in 

the status of teaching as a profession (Louden, 2008), a trend perhaps associated with 

the growing disconnect between education research and practice (Miretzky, 2007), as 

demonstrated in the following example: 

There is accumulating evidence about the harmful effects of the 

publication of school league tables, leading to a narrowing of the 

curriculum and a concentration simply on teaching to the test. Yet the 

government and its advisers not only fail to take note of this evidence, 

there is every sign that they are seeking to publish even more extensive 

tables, and continuing to pretend that they offer valid information about 

the quality of education within schools. (Goldstein, 1998, p. 33)  

Hattie (2009), in the last chapter of the book presenting his meta-analysis of over 800 

meta-analyses relating to achievement, dismisses many good ideas of what teachers and 

schools should do as unsupported by research evidence (Table 2.3).  

Research evidence shows quality teaching to be fundamental to student 

achievement (Hattie, 2007, 2009; Louden, 2008; Rogers, 2007).  Expert teachers have a 

philosophy ensuring individual progress (Diezmann & Watters, 2000), concern for 

students, passion, deep knowledge of the field, flexible instructional repertoires; respect 

(Matthews, 2009; Rimm, 2009;  Van Tassel-Baska, MacFarlane, & Feng, 2006).  Good 

teachers challenge students, they teach skills of thinking and know their subject (Hattie, 

2009).  Such teachers apply principles of good practice, have concern for their students 



 

(Matthews, 2009), enthuse and inspire (Aldrich, 2006), and provide accurate and timely 

feedback (Rogers, 2007). Effective teachers also provide challenge, empowering 

strategies (Buysse, Sparkman, & Wesley, 2003; Diezmann & Watters, 2000; Feldhusen 

& Kroll, 1991) and opportunities for demonstrating benchmarks of progress (Bloom, 

1985; Csikszentmihalyi & Wolfe, 2000; Ferrari, 2002c).  

O’Connell Schmakel (2008) sought views from 67 adolescents in Midwestern 

USA on how school learning, motivation and achievement could be improved using 

essay writing (n=67), focus groups (n=45) and individual interviews (n=10). Grounded 

theory techniques revealed that high and low achievers wanted schoolwork to be more 

enjoyable and fun.  Many described school and assignments as boring and uninteresting 

and wanted more challenge and interesting ways of engaging in learning. “Low-

achieving students focused on the many ways time is wasted during the day, whereas 

high achievers had suggests for better organizing the flow of work and increasing the 

study time” (p. 735).  In addition, “most of the students in the study keenly expressed 

their want and need to be challenged by their academic work…they wanted less 

bookwork, less repetitive work, more mental work and more activities in which they 

had to figure things out” (p. 736). These findings are consistent with the research 

literature (Table 2.3). 

An interpretive study of rural adolescents in Western Australia canvassed views 

of teachers’ impact on school experience (Strikwerda-Brown, Oliver, Hodgson, Palmer, 

& Watts, 2008).  Two hundred and forty eight young people between 12 and 18 years of 

age participated in focus group interviews, thematic issues emerged from the analysis 

using grounded theory techniques.  Among the findings:  teacher expertise was valued 

and personal qualities, such as a sense of humour, passion and respect, were appreciated 

by participating students. In contrast, ‘poor’ teachers did not show respect, were 

regarded as inconsistent, untrustworthy and showing favouritism.  In terms of teaching 

practices ‘good’ teachers were deemed considerate and helpful, were creative and able 

to mentally challenge students (Table 2.3).  Criticism was directed at teachers unable to 

individualise teaching practice, while flexibility, catering to diversity and taking time to 

help students was appreciated. 

Teachers recognising academic ability advocate acceleration, curriculum 

differentiation and ability grouping (Feldhusen, 1998d; Gross, 2004; Rogers, 2007).  

Student responsibility is supported by ‘teaching for understanding’; 



 

Individuals exerted an influence on children’s efforts to master their 

activities by offering them technical assistance on the skills they needed 

to achieve at high levels, helping them evaluate the success of their 

performances, and assisting in their decisions about taking activity-

related risks. (Greenspan, Solomon & Gardner, H. p. 129)  

After examining the literature on educating gifted and talented students, Karen Rogers 

(2007) found that “there is no single practice or panacea that will work in every school 

setting and with every gifted and talented learner” (p. 382) but the strongest lesson to be 

learned from the research base is that: 

There are many different ways in which these options for gifted learners 

can be offered in a school.  It is completely up to the school to select 

those that will work best with its current philosophy, staff, and school 

community. (Rogers, 2007, p. 382)  

Insightful teachers respond to student ability through curriculum adjustments, build 

alliances with students (Rimm, 2008) and provide multiple opportunities to show the 

emergence of talent (Moltzen, 2009), see Table 2.3. 

Combined mastery (Bloom, 1976) and performance goals based on “individual 

progress or improvement, personal mastery and individual pursuit of learning or 

competence” (O’Connell Schmakel, 2008, p. 733). 

All students at all ages have relative talent strengths, and schools should 

help students identify and understand their own special abilities.  Those 

whose talents are at levels exceptionally higher than those of their peers 

should have access to instruction resources and activities that are 

commensurate with their talents. (Feldhusen, 1998c, p. 735) 

Influential school environments (Table 2.3) provide opportunities for gifted learners to 

socialise and to learn with like-ability peers (Gross, 2004; 2009; Rogers, 2007; Vialle, 

Heaven, & Ciarrochi, 2007). Other researchers have pointed to the outmoded 

organisational structures of traditional age/grade lock-step schooling (Van Tassel-

Baska, 2005). Heller and Schofield (2008) make the point, as does Hattie (2009) that the 

system has barely changed since the introduction of formal compulsory schooling. 

Research on differently organised learning, such as vertical timetabling in primary 

schooling has promise in this regard (Harrison & Watters, 2004)” (Williams, L. M, 

2010, pp 32-44). 

 

 



 

FINDINGS FROM THE WEST AUSTRALIAN STUDY 

"Academic excellence was understood by participants in two ways, outstanding 

scholastic and personal best achievement.  The following characteristics were associated 

with the construct: high level thinking and communication, ability, love of learning, 

aspiration, focus, motivated work ethic, responsibility, self-efficacy, opportunity and 

recognition and reward.   

Interviews revealed diverse understandings of academic excellence among study 

participants collated in each of the findings chapters.   Table 7.1 presents these 

understandings by case with explanatory quotations, synthesising thematically the main 

ideas.  Conceptual understandings of academic excellence were consistent across the 

three cases and, most strikingly, included a notion of universal access.  Outstanding 

scholastic and personal best achievements describes the nature of academic excellence, 

which was understood to be characterised by: high level thinking and communication; 

ability; love of learning; aspiration; focus; motivated work ethic; responsibility; self-

efficacy; opportunity; and, recognition and reward. 

Students, parents and teachers:  Conceptions of academic excellence. 

As seen in Table 7.1, participants identified outstanding scholastic achievement 

as the key concept associated with academic excellence, in keeping with the literature. 

Outstanding achievement or achievement far above average is the common denominator 

in existing definitions (Ericsson, 2002; Trost, 2002; Ziegler, 2005).   In this respect, the 

nature of academic excellence is an absolute or norm-referenced standard (Baldus et al. 

2009; Strike, 1985; Ziegler & Heller, 2002).   

Participants in this study had a broad perspective of excellence. Teachers and 

parents were strongly of the belief that parameters surrounding academic excellence in 

the context of schooling were restrictive.  Teachers, in particular, held the view that the 

potential of many students was unknown and traditional end of school examinations 

were a glass ceiling, posing a challenge to further realisation of potential in a way 

reminiscent of the ideas of Duke (1985) and Aldrich (2006).  In view of the outstanding 

attainment by student participants, it is interesting that participants viewed current 

provision, scope and opportunity within the current school system to have too low a 

ceiling. 



 

Among participants, there was a sufficiently wide understanding of academic excellence 

to encompass the notion of personal best achievement (Table 7.1).  This finding, 

somewhat surprising in light of the academic discussion surrounding excellence, 

incorporates a notion of universal access.  Thus, even a child with limited intelligence 

could achieve excellence in their academic studies, at their own level, representing their 

personal best.  Previous definitions of the term academic excellence have not 

encapsulated a notion of universality despite the delineation of a personal standard of 

excellence via “intra-individual norms” (Ziegler & Heller, 2002, p. 10) and general 

acknowledgement that educational excellence requires an individual to strive for new 

levels of personal achievement (Van Tassel-Baska, 1998a).   



 

Table 7.1.  

Conceptualising Academic Excellence: A Synthesis of Student, Parent and Teacher Perspectives 

Representative Quote Contrasting Quote Description by Case Nature 

The demonstrated ability to perform, achieve and/or 

excel in scholastic activities   (t/s2) 

If you have a child with limited intelligence, they 

could have an excellence in their academic studies 

as well but at their own level, to know that there 

was the achievement of the best they could 

possibly do (p/s3) 

(s) Outstanding grades 

(p) Scholastic excellence 

(t) Outstanding performance 

Outstanding 

scholastic 

achievement 

It’s a strive for a personal result – it’s measured 

externally – but I think it’s a strive for a personal 

result driven by a person’s sense of standard (t/s3) 

I don’t really think it’s a particular person’s best 

work (s1) 

(s) Personal best achievement 

(p) Personal excellence 

(t) Fulfilling potential 

Personal best 

achievement  

Representative Quote Contrasting Quote Description by Case Characteristic 

Ability to synthesise and integrate ideas and 

concepts from all over the place; they can draw on it 

and put it together (t/s5) 

You have these tests where you just have to 

memorise and be able to do a certain range of 

questions and a lot of the time the emphasis is put 

into being able to do that, being able to memorise 

that and being able to do that type of question. 

You just rote do that instead of actually 

understanding the whole big picture (s15) 

(s) Expression of high order 

thinking 

(p) Reflective, skilful 

communicators 

(t) Thoughtful, skilful 

communication 

Thoughtful, skilful 

communication 

There didn’t seem to be anything particular, he just 

seemed to be able to do it (p/s7)   

I think anyone could do it given enough time 

(p/s18) 

(s) Ability 

(p) Ability  

(t)  Aptitude 
Ability  

He’s always been interested in learning, always 

someone who has loved to learn about things, he’s 

just got this insatiable thirst for knowledge (p/s2) 

Those who are motivated to achieve high marks 

generally excel because they’ll set a goal...and 

they’ll work as hard as they need to achieve it (s1) 

(s) Curiosity and interest in 

learning 

(p) Love of learning 

(t) Inquisitive 

Love of learning 

It’s a standard achieved at the end of secondary 

education which aspires to very high levels of 

learning, knowledge and understanding of subjects 

taken in TEE for that particular person (p/s14) 

I would say the question’s not so much 

achievement of academic pursuits as  life skills 

more generally should be the goal of education 

(p/s17) 

(s) Academic goals 

(p) Aspiration 

(t) Aspiration 
Aspiration 



 

 

They have a goal, they will not let up until they’ve 

tried to achieve that goal, so there’s this, this real 

focus that some of the kids have (t/s4) 

He could pull it together at the last minute and he 

could lie very well, he could make it look really 

good when you knew that he hasn't done any 

research...he had this thing where he could just sit 

down and totally concentrate for a day and get it 

all done (s2)  

(s) Focus 

(p) Focus 

(t) Focus 
Focus 

Motivation and attitude are the main characteristics 

of someone seeking academic excellence, they are 

the basis of someone being able to make a big 

personal commitment in their own learning and to 

achieve results and enjoy the topics under study 

(p/s9) 

They don’t take responsibility for their own 

learning, they will take what you dish out – learn 

it, play with it a bit - but they won’t stretch 

themselves at all (t/s5) 

(s) Motivation to work  

(p) Motivation and application 

(t) Motivated work ethic 

Motivated  Work 

Ethic 

Give your abilities, your ideas, your learning their 

just desserts” Why?  Because it will reward you and 

sharing your abilities is ultimately an altruistic thing 

(t/s3) 

We've got some very strong student leaders who 

are by no means our academic achievers and 

similarly I’ve got strong academic achievers who 

are quite selfish people (t/s1) 

(s) Leadership and responsibility 

(p) Responsibility 

(t) Altruism 
Responsibility 

A sufficiently strong sense of self-esteem to enable 

him/her to order his/her priorities in a manner to 

enable him/her to achieve  (t/s3) 

They do have quite a strong sense of superiority 

some of them but they keep that very quiet, but 

you can feel that (t/s5) 

(s) Self-confidence 

(p) Sense of personal worth 

(t) Self-efficacy 
Self-efficacy 

The kids I know who are academically excellent are 

often the kids who are also excellent in other 

avenues because they do take those chances to do 

things (p/s 4) 

Here, it’s certainly not a lack of 

opportunity…students.  really don’t see the need, a 

lot of students are like that, you’re battling 

affluence (t/s2) 

(s) Opportunity 

(p) Take advantage of opportunity 

(t) Optimising Opportunity 
Opportunity    

One of the important things is helping people 

recognise their own achievements…you recognise 

what you’d done. It does make a difference and 

that’s important because it gives you self motivation  

(s17) 

Personally I am ambitious to do well, not in the 

eyes of other people but for myself.  I feel really 

good about myself if I put in the work and I get 

something out of it. No one else knows? it doesn’t 

bother me (s17) 

(s) Recognition and reward 

(p) Recognition and reward 

(t) Reward 

Recognition and 

Reward  



 

In a case study of three Australian schools, Greenhaig (1995) reported that the concept 

of personal best was verbally associated with academic excellence in the schools, 

although not applied through existing reward systems. 

The concept of personal best also was highly valued by parent participants, to 

the point that the homes of students were said to resonate with this mantra.  

Furthermore, it was characteristic of participating students to track their personal 

progress, to know their scholastic status. This was also characteristic of other high 

academic achievers (Betts, 2009; Hattie, 2009). Personal best scholastic achievements 

were important markers of progress towards academic excellence.  Teacher participants 

actively encouraged such monitoring, using it to motivate students and mark further 

achievements. This finding reiterates that of previous research (Bloom, 1982, 1985) that 

highlighted the importance of markers of progress in the process of talent development 

across various domains.   

Thoughtful, skilful communication was seen as characteristic of academic 

excellence and was distinguished by critical thinking, by an ability to synthesise and 

integrate ideas and concepts and by clear, concise, correct answers to complex questions 

(Table 7.1).  While these skills were encouraged, albeit indirectly in the home 

environment through the quality and quantity of adult child interactions, they were 

explicitly taught and encouraged in the learning environments of teachers in the study.  

Students not only demonstrated highly developed thinking skills through oral and 

written accomplishments but these skills were found to play a key role in their learning 

efficiency. Paul and Elder (2002) describe this facility as, “taking charge of the 

structures inherent in thinking and imposing intellectual standards upon them” (p. 15).  

The literature consistently records reflective thinking skills, metacognitive skills and 

skilful thinking as essential to high academic achievement (Costa, 2003, 2009; Dewey, 

1997; Feldhusen, 1989b; Gardner, H., 1983, 1994, 2002; Hattie, 2009; Simonton, 2004; 

Zimmerman, 1998, 2002).  

Ability was a characteristic identified across all cases; encompassing natural and 

developed ability and aptitude (Table 7.1).  Parents frequently observed indicators of 

ability at an early age in areas such as reasoning, language skills and intellectual 

curiosity.  Student participants spoke of other students whose natural talents they 

admired; interestingly this was frequently in the context of someone having the 

potential, but ultimately not doing well (generally thought to be as a consequence of 



 

inadequate application to talent development).  Teachers viewed current aptitude as a 

baseline for future progress.  In the literature, natural ability is regarded as the chance 

factor, the genetic roll of the dice (Gagné, 2003; Gagné & Schader, 2006).  What was 

more important in the eyes of parents and teachers of the current study, however, was 

taking opportunities, making the most of fortuitous advantages such as ability and 

talent.  Exploiting chances is an ability associated with exceptionally creative 

individuals (Simonton, 2004).  In the current study, participants viewed academic 

excellence through a lens of developing abilities, an approach consistent with academic 

talent research (Bloom, 1982, 1985; Feldhusen, Van Tassel-Baska & Seeley, 1989; 

Hattie, 2009; Sternberg, 1998, 2000a, 2002, 2005a, Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2003; 

Sternberg, Grigorenko, & Ferrari, 2002; Subotnik, 2003; Ward, Hodges, Starke, & 

Williams, 2007).  Furthermore, this approach is consistent with talent development 

across domains, for instance, in elite sport (Ericsson, 1998, 2002, 2003a, 2005; Ericsson 

et al., 2007a; Salmela & Moraes, 2003) and in performing arts (Subotnik, 2003; 

Subotnik & Jarvin, 2005).  For the participants of the current study, curiosity and 

interest in learning were important contributors to developing abilities. 

Love of learning is a characteristic that encapsulates curiosity, interest in 

learning, passion for learning, thirst for knowledge and enquiring mind (Table 7.1).  

Participants emphasised the importance of enjoying learning and of pursuing interests 

and passions. Intrinsic motivation, including the notion of play, is closely connected 

with these concepts. Creative, talented and eminent individuals have been shown to 

have these characteristics (Bloom, 1985; Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 2004; Ferrari, 2004; 

Gardner, H., 2002; Lens & Rand, 2002; Moltzen, 2009; Neumann, 2006; Shavinina & 

Ferrari, 2004b; Sternberg, 1985).  Participating students built on their strengths and 

interests to increase focus and persistence in the work of learning and high results were 

seen to be a fortunate by-product of possessing a love of learning.  This characteristic is 

a noted outcome of flow, a state known to enhance meaning and productivity in work 

(Csíkszentmihályi, 1998, 2002).  In the current study, those without a love of learning 

were regarded as being spoon-fed, as described by students and teachers, or as playing 

the game, as described by parents.  This entailed doing what was necessary for high 

achievement. Such approaches, however, were seen to be unsustainable and one of the 

visible effects of a lack of a love of learning was a lack of persistence with university 

studies, cited in the literature as dropping out from tertiary studies (Goerke, 2002).  



 

Love of learning was highly valued in the current study and seen as a precursor to life-

long learning.  

Aspiration, possessing a desire for academic achievement, motivated students 

towards academic excellence (Table 7.1).  Students mentioned the importance of 

personal academic goals, parents and teachers encouraged students to set academic 

goals, seen as beneficial for focus and efficient use of time.  By aspiring to do well, 

wanting to do well, students found that self-management and task persistence were 

easier.  This connection between self-regulatory processes and high achievement is well 

established in the literature (Bandura, 1996; Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; 

Bloom, 1985; Csikszentmihalyi, 2002; Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Römer, 1993; 

Zimmerman, 2002).  It is worth noting that students participating in this study did not 

report unwelcome pressure from parents to attain top results, although other students 

were reported to experience this.  Rather, parental aspirations were primarily concerned 

with students making the best of themselves and the opportunities that come their way. 

Participants from all three case studies strongly identified focus to be influential 

in progress toward academic excellence (Table 7.1). This theme describes a state of 

strong and or extended concentration on a task or goal. This is another finding which 

strongly resonates with research across performance domains, for instance, in the 

development of elite athletes (Ericsson, 2003a; Mallett & Hanrahan, 2004; Wolfenden 

& Holt, 2005) and in world class musical performers (Krampe & Ericsson, 1996; 

Subotnik, 2003; Subotnik & Jarvin, 2005).  In the research literature, focus is a core 

component of flow, observed when individuals are absorbed in productive, enjoyable 

learning and work (Csíkszentmihályi, 1990, 1998, 2002).  Focus was a key element in 

the efficiency and effectiveness of student learning in the current context.  Motivation, 

integral to the concept of flow, also was important in the current context. 

According to all participants, academic excellence required a motivated work 

ethic (Table 7.1). The importance of motivation and application to development 

activities has been extensively documented in the literature, most recently in Hattie’s 

meta-meta analysis of achievement studies (2009).  Positive attitudes to learning were 

fundamental to a motivated work ethic, a finding which mirrored that of Dweck’s 

(2000, 2006, 2009) research on the importance of a growth mindset.   The concept of 

the motivated work ethic also is likened to the concept of extended, deliberate practice 



 

(Ericsson, 1994, 1998, 2003, 2005, 2006b; Ericsson et al., 1993), found to be a critical 

component in the development of expertise.  

Another characteristic associated with academic excellence, responsibility, 

encompassed personal and social considerations (Table 7.1).  Within the personal 

domain it was important for growth and development but also was understood by 

students to include the notion of personal responsibility for learning. Responsibility, 

therefore, was understood to be of benefit to the individual but also was understood to 

make a contribution to the greater good.  A good education was generally considered by 

parents and teachers as one that inspired people to do well for others, sharing abilities 

was seen as altruistic.  In other words, participants in this study understood that high 

levels of education are beneficial not solely for the individual but for wider society 

(Bandura, 1996; Dewey, 1997; Gardner, J., 1961; Li, 2004; Shavinina & Ferrari, 2004b; 

Sternberg, 2003a, 2003b, 2004; Tannenbaum, 1983, 2002b). The concept of social 

responsibility was more prominent among parent and teacher participants, although 

student participants saw the need for student leadership in encouraging excellence and 

harmony in the school community (Table 7.1).  They were appreciative of being given 

real responsibility, and “not a shadow of it” (s8) and desired more leadership 

opportunities throughout schooling.   

Another key characteristic was self-efficacy (Table 7.1). Participants recognised 

the importance of a belief in oneself. Teachers saw this quality as assisting an individual 

to make effective choices, to order priorities.  Parents understood a sense of self-worth 

in terms of personal development and sought ways to engender this quality in children.  

Students valued self-confidence as contributing toward resilience and belief in one’s 

own ability.  This characteristic was associated with ability to persevere, ability to 

overcome obstacles and ability to focus on academic excellence, a finding reinforced in 

the research literature (Bandura, 1996; Freeman, 2000a; McNabb, 2003).  Research has 

previously established the strong connection between self-belief in one’s ability to learn 

and achievement, an encouraging finding has been the high degree of malleability of 

this characteristic (Dweck, 2000, 2006, 2007, 2008b, 2009).  

Taking opportunities was associated with academic excellence for study 

participants, who viewed learning as enabled by opportunity (Table 7.1).  Providing 

educational opportunities for children was important to parents, as was encouraging 

children to make good choices; to make the most of oneself and one’s opportunities.  



 

Encouraging young people to optimise learning opportunities was also important to 

teacher participants, while students connected taking advantage of opportunities with 

academic excellence.  An adequate amount of challenge was connected with 

opportunity. Teacher participants were keen to ensure there were opportunities for 

students to progress, to be challenged, without which boredom and disengagement were 

observed. Students recalled times in schooling, in some cases years, where challenge, 

and thus opportunity to achieve excellence, was lacking.  The research literature records 

the issues of boredom, challenge and opportunity as perennial problems for many gifted 

and talented students (Davidson, Davidson, & Vanderkam, 2004; Feldhusen & Kroll, 

1991; Gross, 2004; Siegle & McCoach, 2004).  This study indicates that such problems 

also may be encountered by students not identified as gifted or talented.  Problems with 

finding opportunities and challenge were more frequently reported in participating 

students’ experiences of primary and early high school. In short, there were three 

critically important components of opportunity.  First, the provision of challenging 

opportunities for learning. Second, student and parent knowledge of available 

opportunities.  The third component was the ability to access learning opportunities.  

Accordingly, academic excellence was seen to thrive where opportunities for academic 

talent development were created, encouraged, accessed and utilised. 

Participants considered recognition and reward to be key to their understandings 

of academic excellence (Table 7.1).  Recognition in this sense was broadly defined, 

encompassing feedback on assignments to winning national competitions.  Social value 

was closely associated with recognition and reward. Effective recognition was 

motivational and personally affirming.  Previous studies identified two kinds of rewards 

that support talent development (Csikszentmihalyi et al. 1993) those inducing positive 

feelings and those reinforcing personal aspirations.   

  Analysis revealed, however, the possibility that some school practices, while 

intending to reward scholastic achievements, may not be perceived that way by students 

(see Chapter Four, pp. 89-92).  Yet, meaningful recognition has been shown to foster 

academic achievement (Heyman & Dweck, 1996).  Bloom (1982, 1985) considered 

meaningful recognition and reward to constitute talent development markers, these 

signposts of developing talent form the trajectory of an individual’s journey to 

excellence.  Such markers are not solely a personal reference point but provide a 

language an individual can use to communicate the nature of their academic 

development during the course of education” (Williams, 2010, pp 225-233). 



 

Optimal conditions for academic excellence 

The previous section explored participants’ understandings of academic 

excellence.  It revealed the nature of academic excellence to be, outstanding scholastic 

and personal best achievements characterised by: high level thinking and 

communication; ability; love of learning; aspiration; focus; motivated work ethic; 

responsibility; self-efficacy; opportunity; and, recognition and reward.  It is important to 

note these characteristics also may be understood to represent optimal conditions for the 

emergence of academic excellence and, as such, these characteristics have been 

included in the analysis for the current section.  

Figures 7.1 and 7.2 present key points raised in the findings chapters regarding 

supportive home and school environments. The current section collates the themes that 

emerged from analysis across the three case findings and distils them into overarching 

beliefs, values, attitudes and behaviours that optimise academic excellence, shown 

diagrammatically in Figure 7.3. 

 

Figure 7.1. Supportive home environments: Major themes in participant responses  
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Figure 7.2. Supportive school environments: Major themes in participant responses  
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Figure: 7.3.  Overarching beliefs, values, attitudes and behaviours 

Participant beliefs. 

Aligned with conceptual understandings of academic excellence were 

participants’ influential beliefs.  Contributing to optimising progress towards academic 

excellence were the following beliefs: learning is rewarding in itself; all are capable of 

achievement; the student is at the centre of the education process; student wellbeing is 

important for academic excellence; and, a growth mindset is important for teaching and 

learning as shown in Figure 7.3. These will now be discussed in turn. 

Learning is rewarding in itself. 

Participant approaches to education and learning were consistent with the belief 

that learning is rewarding in itself and this was the ethos in the preferred learning 

environments described by students, parents and teachers (Figure 7.3).  Very 

stimulating conditions were found to encourage inquisitiveness, focussed attention, 
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motivation, enjoyment and provided opportunities to question and think.  Students 

appreciated teachers with passion who were happy to be there, these teachers inspired 

students to want to learn and the learning process was experienced as enjoyable. 

Students recognised that if teachers were really interested in a subject, or if a subject 

was delivered in a really interesting way, their motivation to learn and do well 

increased. Teachers believed in the enjoyment of learning, being passionate about it and 

participants reported that engaging environments were enjoyable. At home, family 

members were encouraged to engage in and pursue their interests.  Commonly, optimal 

environments provided participants with a sense of engagement and enjoyment as found 

by Csikszentmihalyi (1990).   

 Home environments characteristically provided a wide variety of books and 

other educational options and adults frequently modelled learning behaviours such as 

reading for pleasure.  The homes of student participants featured many influential 

elements identified in previous research (Freeman, 2000a; Hattie, 2009; Olszewski-

Kubilius, 2008).   

One of the key characteristics in the current exploration of academic excellence 

was a love of learning, also represented as passion for learning and inquisitiveness.  

This finding was reflected in studies of eminence (Moltzen, 2006; Shavinina & 

Seeratan, 2004) and passion for learning has been described as the highest level of 

learning (Betts, 2009, p. 84).  These factors reflect the belief that learning is rewarding 

in itself and accord with the key element in optimal experiences, “that it is an end in 

itself” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 67). 

All are capable of achievement. 

Students, parents and teachers believed that all are capable of achievement 

(Figure 7.3).  While this belief would appear to be fundamental for schooling, in the 

view of participants this was not a belief universally held.  Believing academic 

excellence was possible for students was found to be a common element in teaching 

towards excellence, described on page 241 and diagrammatically represented in Figure 

6.1.  Teachers often stated their beliefs explicitly for students at the beginning of the 

school year, from this we can understand they had a principles-based approach to 

teaching (Cole & Chan, 1994) and that this approach manifested itself in the classroom.  



 

While not frequently stated explicitly in relation to themselves, student 

responses indicated an understanding of the importance of self-belief. Parents and 

teachers shared this understanding and recognised that fostering a personal sense of 

worth in students is an important aspect of being supportive (see page 179).   

This is confirmed by previous research (Hattie, 2009; Freeman, 2000; Olszewski-

Kubilius, 2008) and through studies of self belief (Dweck, 2000, 2006, 2009; Mangels 

et al., 2006), extracognitive aspects of high ability (Shavinina & Ferrari, 2004b), 

wisdom (Ferrari, 2004; Sternberg, 2004) and successful intelligence (Sternberg, 1999, 

2000c, 2005b).  

The student is at the centre of the education process. 

Participants believed the student is at the centre of the education process (Figure 

7.3). Findings in the current study emphasised the personal development of academic 

excellence; there was no single pathway, no one-size-fits-all approach. Personalising 

learning has been shown to be instrumental in reversing underachievement 

(Montgomery, 2009a, 2009b) and in facilitating high achievement (Betts, 2009; Hattie, 

2009; Van Tassel-Baska, 2005). Respect and responsiveness to the individual are 

hallmarks of good practice (Louden, 2008; Rimm, 2009).  These findings were 

reiterated in the current study.  Participants believed the focus in education needed to 

shift to one of greater responsiveness to the student, with the student’s education at the 

pinnacle and the system of schooling and education supporting their learning and 

teaching. An environment characterised by respect for the person at the centre of the 

process was seen to optimise progress towards academic excellence. Accordingly, there 

were many paths to excellence (Mascolo et al., 2002).  Developing excellence was 

conceptualised as a personal journey, this was a strong held belief and evidenced by 

many references to journey metaphors, noted previously in research (Bloom, 1985; Van 

Tassel-Baska, 1997, 1998a, 1998b, 2004).   

Student wellbeing is important for academic excellence. 

Participants believed that student wellbeing is important for academic excellence 

(Figure 7.3).  Students were encouraged to engage in personal development, homes 

were rich in language and access to resources for learning.  Parents had put themselves 

out for children, to nurture their child’s development.  The seeds of academic 

excellence, habits of learning, were evident in the early lives of study participants 

(Costa, 2003, 2009; Freeman, 2000a).  



 

Social and emotional wellbeing and a home life conducive to development were 

mentioned by teachers. According to student participants, good teachers were 

compassionate, focussed on wellbeing and truly cared about students.  Other descriptors 

applied to teachers also were applied to parents including, fostering and nurturing.  

Parents particularly valued a caring school environment.  The literature supports this 

sentiment as a powerful means for addressing underachievement (Hymer, 2009; 

Montgomery, 2009a, 2009b), “ultimately showing care for students as unique 

individuals may have the greatest influence on the educational outcomes these learners 

ultimately achieve” (Matthews, 2009, p. 534). 

Wellbeing is being addressed in recent innovations in schooling, through 

implicit and explicit teaching of positive psychology (Csikszentmihalyi, 2009; Seligman 

& Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Seligman, Steen, & Peterson 2005). In one example, 

(Geelong Grammar School, 2010) it was stated, “parents want schools to teach more 

than academic achievement. They also want us to cultivate a love of learning, creativity, 

resilience, optimism, character strengths, and wellbeing in their children” (p. 1).  

Similar ideas were expressed in the current study, although not exclusively by parents. 

A growth mindset is important for teaching and learning. 

Participants’ believed a growth mindset is important for teaching and learning 

(Figure 7.3).  Conducive environments reinforced belief in a personal capacity for 

learning influencing the degree of effort and the extent of student engagement in 

learning activities. Students were said to have a diagnostic attitude to teacher feedback 

which they used to assist with self-evaluation, self-management, future planning and 

tracking progress.  This approach resonates with incremental self-theory and the 

mindset studies of Dweck (2000, 2006, 2007, 2008b, 2009).   

 Teacher openness to development and engagement in reflective practice was 

also evidence of belief in a growth mindset.  The findings in the current study echo 

findings in a meta-meta analysis of achievement conducted by Hattie (2009), “the 

biggest effects on student learning occur when teachers become learners of their own 

teaching, and when students become their own teachers...they exhibit the self-regulatory 

attributes that seem most desirable for learning” (p. 22). 

In this sense, teachers and parents coached young people to think and reflect in 

ways supportive of academic excellence.  The coaching was similar in many respects to 



 

psychological coaching, mastering the mental game, for sporting excellence.  Mastering 

the game involved;  knowing what you want to accomplish, taking responsibility for 

thoughts and actions, building on your strengths, being consistent in actions, being 

confident and focused on each moment of the activity, regulating responses to events, 

developing resilient thinking skills and, finally, practicing and learning (Ravizza, 2005).   

Participant values. 

A key finding across the cases was the importance of  values with regard to 

optimising academic excellence (Figure 7.3).  Participants valued the following: 

personal best achievements; effort; individual difference; others with similar interests; 

and, challenge identified as contributing to optimising progress towards academic 

excellence.  These will now be discussed in turn.  

Personal best achievements. 

Students, parents and teachers valued personal best achievements (Figure 7.3).  

As previously discussed in this chapter, conceptions of academic excellence were 

inclusive of this notion.  Students appreciated learning communities where there was an 

ethos of striving to do your best.  Importantly, students were provided with models and 

strategies to do their best.  Realising student potential was very important to teacher 

participants and was a fundamental principle in teaching towards excellence (see Figure 

6.1.).   

It is important to note, realising student potential does not imply the domains for 

personal best achievements are prescribed.  Rather, personal best was up to the students 

in the study, in other words, domains of achievement were self-determined.  According 

to students, family members wanted them to do well and were proud of them whatever 

happened.  Importantly, students found ways to bring the best out in themselves to 

enhance their learning.  This approach to learning was illustrated in the model depicted 

in Figure 4.1.  

Effort. 

Students, parents and teachers valued effort, a dimension of motivated work 

ethic discussed in the section above (Figure 7.3).  They attributed academic success in 

large measure to task application, to working at development activities, a finding 

consistent with incremental learning theory (Blackwell et al. 2007; Dweck, 2000, 2006; 



 

Heyman & Dweck, 1996; Mangels et al., 2006).  Participants stressed the importance of 

this value because they reported it not to be a universally held value in scholastic 

endeavours, although notable in other areas such as sport, where application was highly 

valued.  Underachievement, in many instances, was attributed to a lack of effort, to 

coasting on natural ability. 

The teachers in this study looked for students applying themselves and among 

participants generally there was recognition of the importance of persistence, this was 

spoken of as going the extra mile. These qualities were common among students of this 

study (see Chapter Four).   Persistence has consistently been identified as essential to 

talent development across domains (Bloom, 1985; Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1993; 

Ericsson, 2002, 2003a, 2005; Ericsson et al., 1993). Families were supportive in this 

regard, for instance, by establishing house rules to reduce distractions at study times.  

Previous research has linked value for hard work, constructive family attitudes and 

orienting family life around school or lessons with academic talent development and 

achievement (Olszewski-Kublilius, 2008). 

Individual difference. 

Students, parents and teachers valued individual difference which was seen to be 

closely associated with the following concepts: respect for students; recognition and 

responsiveness to individual needs of students; and, flexible school policies and 

programs (Figure 7.3).  In addition, learned leadership was found to be important in 

order to recognise potential and ability, to respond effectively to the many unique 

learning requirements of students.  The findings of the current study, regarding the 

factors influential to the acquisition of academic excellence in school environments, 

extend beyond those identified by Louden (2008) in Teaching for Growth.  In the 

current study, teachers fostered independent learning to a greater extent (illustrated in 

Figure 6.1), thus, the current findings are more closely allied to Betts’ (2009) 

description of autonomous learners.  

Others with similar interests. 

Students, parents and teachers valued others with similar interests for numerous 

reasons (Figure 7.3).  These reasons included: increased possibility for friendship; a 

greater sense of fit; the opportunity for challenging and focussed learning; fewer 

distractions; less boredom; greater possibility for collaboration;  the encouragement of 



 

everyone on a similar path; and, greater opportunity to learn more deeply and at a more 

suitable pace.  In short, an environment with similarly interested others offered students 

greater all-round support and greater opportunity not only for academic excellence but 

for friendship.  These findings are consistent with previous research (Colangelo et al., 

2004; Davidson et al., 2004; Greenspan, et al., 2004; Gross, 1989, 2004, 2009) that 

suggested students be given opportunity to work with others of similar intellectual 

interests.   

Restrictions surrounded advancement in the schooling context, including 

policies and regulations. Time and space restrictions challenged the development of 

academic excellence through limiting opportunities to work with like-minded others.  

The findings in the current study echoed that of various research findings in this regard 

(Davidson et al., 2004; Greenspan, et al., 2004; Gross, 1989, 1999b, 2003, 2004; Van 

Tassel-Baska, 1998).  The highest levels of engagement were reported when there were 

options for self-selection of subjects at a level commensurate with ability.  

Student participants enjoyed and thrived in many ways when working with 

others similarly interested.  For example, they appreciated the challenge, conversations, 

enjoyable intellectual climate and friendship of others who wanted the same and found 

these to be influential factors in achievement (Montgomery, 2009a, 2009b; Gross, 

2004).  

Challenge. 

Students, parents and teachers valued challenge (Figure 7.3).  Students were 

happier and enjoyed schooling more when given opportunities for intellectual challenge. 

Intrinsically motivated in this respect, they liked getting into what they called the good 

stuff.  Parents and teachers encouraged students to look for opportunities to challenge 

themselves.  The concept of challenge was closely linked to personal best progress.  

Young people were encouraged to take chances to do things and encouraged to 

make good use a variety of opportunities.  Students desired in-school challenge but also 

could be seen to engaged in learning as part of out of school activities, effectively 

extending the time of engagement in learning and development tasks (Alexander, 

Entwisle, & Olson, 2001; Gladwell, 2008) and increasing motivation to achieve 

(Olszewski-Kubilius, 2008).  It is an established characteristic of excellent students to 

embrace rather than avoid intellectual challenge, described as tasks slightly beyond 



 

present mastery (Bloom, 1976, 1985; Costa, 2009; Csikszentmihalyi 1998, 2002; 

Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1993; Dweck, 2008, 2009; Gardner, 2002; Hattie, 2009). 

Participant attitudes. 

Attitudes found to support academic excellence included: mistakes are 

opportunities for learning; there’s always a way to take it to the next level; it’s 

important to drive your own learning; a student’s time is valuable; and, enjoyment of 

learning inspires learning (Figure 7.3). These will now be discussed in turn. 

Mistakes are opportunities for learning. 

One of the important findings was that students, parents and teachers had an 

attitude that mistakes are opportunities for learning (Figure 7.3).  This was expressed in 

different ways, such as, have another go, learn from it, keep going.  These 

understandings were represented in parental philosophies. Teachers explicitly taught 

strategies to encourage this thinking, framing failure as temporary for instance.  

Willingness to fail has been identified as a characteristic of autonomous learners (Betts, 

2009).  Critical feedback is interpreted diagnostically in this respect, as an opportunity 

for further learning.  This could explain the importance of specific and timely feedback 

as another step in learning.  This attitude has been identified as key to facilitating the 

learning process (Dweck, 2006, 2007; Louden, 2008; Mangels et al., 2006; Van Tassel-

Baska, 1998b).  

There’s always a way to take it to the next level. 

Students, parents and teachers had an attitude that there’s always a way to take it 

to the next level (Figure 7.3).  In a previous discussion in this chapter, a connection was 

revealed in the language used for personal best achievements in sport and academic 

achievement.  Taking it to the next level also reveals this connection, personal progress 

was conceptualised in terms of levels or steps from the student perspective.  Teachers 

were responsive in a similar way, they spoke of responding to the profile of students in 

their classes.  They sought ways to take teaching and learning to the next level, hence, 

some teachers introduced university level content into their classes. Teachers also were 

shown to be autonomous learners, through personal investment in research and study to 

advance knowledge of teaching and learning. 



 

A comprehensive body of evidence supports acceleration and strongly supports 

additional opportunities, including advanced university placement as viable options for 

advanced learners (Colangelo et al., 2004; Davidson et al., 2004; Feldhusen, 1989; 

Gross, 2004; Heller et al., 2002; Van Tassel-Baska, 1989, 1998a, 2005a, 2005b).  

It’s important to drive your own learning. 

Students, parents and teachers had an attitude that it was important to drive your 

own learning (Figure 7.3). A finding common among participants was student capacity 

for independent learning.  Such was this capacity that students reported driving their 

teachers hard, they reported that working at their own pace was very liberating and that 

they liked the responsibility this presented. Students were proud to be independent and 

self-sufficient learners.  Teachers actively encouraged students in developing the skills 

of independence while parents performed more of a monitoring, supporting role for 

students.  

Student participants had the ability to make the most of learning opportunities, 

the strategies they employed to achieve this were reported in Chapter Four.  Student 

participants were autonomous learners as described by Betts (2009); intrinsically 

motivated, skilled in communication, problem-finding and solving, creative thinkers 

possessing a passionate desire for knowledge and willingness to fail.  These 

characteristics are considered to be important for excellence in education (Costa, 2009; 

Ferrari, 2002b; Hattie, 2009).  Van Tassel-Baska (2005), however, suggested that a 

certain level of systemic openness is required for some advanced learners and that 

preset expectations that limit learning within current curricular frameworks may need to 

be eliminated.   

A student’s time is valuable. 

The need for students to experience respect in the context of schooling was a 

finding of the current study and is consistent with an attitude that a student’s time is 

valuable (Figure 7.3).  The teachers in this study were cognisant of making the most of 

available time with students and lamented interruptions. Time itself was seen to 

represent opportunity and was valued by participants.  Researchers have cited 

productive use of time outside of school as an important indicator and predictor of 

academic achievement and suggest it offers the opportunity for extended practice in the 



 

skills of learning (Alexander, Entwisle, & Olson, 2001; Csikszentmihalyi et al. 1993; 

Gladwell, 2008; Van Tassel-Baska, 2004).   

Enjoyment of learning inspires learning. 

Participant approaches to learning, particularly parents and teachers, were 

reflective of the attitude that enjoyment of learning inspires learning (Figure 7.3). 

Students described inspiring teachers as happy to be there, interesting and engaging.  

With these teachers students would go home motivated and become passionate about 

what they were passionate about. Parents in the current study valued inspiring teachers 

for encouraging students to; believe in themselves, develop new interests, work harder 

and drive their own learning. Good teachers have been identified as able to enthuse and 

inspire (Aldrich, 2006), however, in the current study, families also helped inspire 

learning through their value for the academic.   

Enjoyable learning environments nurtured skills and habits associated with 

academic excellence, comparable to the habits of mind (Costa, 2009) identified in high 

achievers. The influence of enjoyment of learning on learning effectiveness has long 

been known (Aldrich, 2006), understandably, creative potential is stimulated under 

these conditions (Runco, 2004).  Enjoyment, an aspect of play, (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1975) is integral to intrinsic motivation, to the concept of flow and an important factor 

in talent development.  Characteristics associated with flow include enjoyment, 

concentration, a sense of timelessness and personal control (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 

1998, 2002). Student learners in the current study characteristically reported flow 

experiences and the notion of play was an element in the diagrammatic representation of 

student learning shown in Figure 4.3.   

Participant behaviours. 

The use of iterative processes emerged as a major theme in the research (Figure 

7.3).  Parents and teachers were found to be supportive of academic excellence.  

Teachers employed strategies of teaching towards excellence and students employed 

strategies to enhance learning. One of the interesting findings of the study was elements 

common to these strategies.  The common elements could be expressed in terms of 

actions, participants: recognise and support; track progress; think creatively; focus on 

practice; and, reflect on practice (Figure 7.3). Examples of how participants 



 

demonstrated these behaviours have been presented earlier in the three findings 

chapters.  

For student participants, the shared elements were evident in their approaches to 

learning, as discussed in Chapter Four in the section titled, “Insights from Students”. It 

could be seen that students thought creatively to personalise learning practices both for 

efficiency and to increase interest in work, building on strengths and abilities assisted 

them to disregard distractions and extraneous information and focus attention on the 

essentials for academic excellence. Efficient learning was characterised by an iterative 

process of self-reflection, self-directed learning, practice, sustained work habits and 

progress tracking.  Key principles underlying the processes and strategies of efficient 

learning were identified and distilled into a model of enhanced learning, shown in 

Figure 4.3. There were marked similarities in the behaviours of students and those of 

autonomous learners (Betts, 2009) and older creative and eminent individuals (Gardner, 

H., 2002; Shavinina & Seeratan, 2004; Simonton, 2000, 2003).   

 The parents and teachers in the study were recognised as being supportive of 

student participants.  Analysis revealed being supportive comprised frequent 

engagement in processes of recognition, reflection and responsiveness, illustrated in 

Figure 7.3.  A key component of ‘being supportive’ was tailoring responsiveness to 

accommodate the individual and the circumstances.   

The process of teaching towards excellence was discussed in Chapter Six in the 

section titled, “Insights from Teachers”. Teachers led the creation of academic learning 

communities, challenged students to build and extend on skills, encouraged autonomous 

learning and enabled access to development opportunities.  Figure 6.1 provides a 

diagrammatic representation of the process of teaching towards excellence.  

The behaviours participants engaged in through the processes of enhanced 

learning, being supportive and teaching towards excellence are discussed further under 

the following headings: recognise and support; track progress; think creatively; focus on 

practice; and, reflect on practice.  

Recognise and support. 

Chance played a very minor role in developing talent in young people according 

to Bloom (1985), whereas purposive responses played a very large role.  Findings from 

the current study were consistent with Bloom’s understandings of purposive responses, 



 

which included, “environmental support, special experiences, excellent teaching, and 

appropriate motivational encouragement at each stage” (p. 543).  Furthermore, 

purposive responses were found to extend over time in a similar way, “parents and 

teachers who watched small successes and interests in early learning were instrumental 

in the development of ongoing interest and commitment” (Bloom, 1985, p. 544).   

A point of interest is the way students recognised and supported themselves to 

enhance their learning. Parents and teachers not only recognised and supported student 

learning but engaged in similar processes to advance their parenting and teaching skills.  

Hattie (2009) emphasised the importance of teacher and learner reciprocity (p. 22), in 

the current study, not only was reciprocity evident in students and teachers, but also in 

students and parents.  

Track progress. 

Progress towards academic excellence was aided by students tracking their own 

progress (Figure 7.3).  There was an emphasis on recognition, on knowing personal best 

results in each area, knowing the next step.  In the view of teachers, marks and grades 

were primarily useful for students to measure or monitor themselves.  The literature 

records the importance of self-evaluation, including self-monitoring and self-assessment 

(Gardner, H., 2002; Hattie, 2009; Zimmerman, 2002; Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 

1998).   

Assisting students to master such processes, to evaluate performance successes 

and to challenge themselves to extend beyond existing comfort zones can be considered 

an important role of teachers (Greenspan et al., 2004).  In the current study, self-

evaluation skills were evident in students and track progress enabled students to 

establish personal benchmarks.  

Think creatively. 

 Participants revealed creative ways of thinking about learning and teaching.  

Teachers and students were innovative in personalising learning experiences (Figure 

7.3).  There were some examples of students employing strategies, for instance, to 

minimize the effort expended in learning activities while maximizing gains.  

Participants valued questioning and thinking in order to reach higher levels of 

understanding.  Students appreciated opportunities to show creativity, they enjoyed 

problem based learning and real world activities. Thinking for themselves and 



 

challenging their thinking was important to them.  These traits have been associated 

with autonomous learners and highly creative thinkers (Betts, 2009; Costa, 2009; 

Ferrari, 2002b; Gardner, 2002; Shavinina & Seeratan, 2004; Simonton, 2004). 

Focus on practice. 

Focus on practice represents engagement in development activities, informal 

and formal learning and practice (Gagné, 2002, 2003, 2004b).  In the scholastic domain 

many opportunities are necessary for practice (Louden, 2008) to ensure learning 

mastery (Bloom, 1976).   The current study reinforces these findings while emphasising 

the importance of focus (Figure 7.3).   

The acquisition of traditional skills across domains are known to develop 

through extended practice, generally over a ten to 15 year period, a period of targeted or 

deliberate practice (Bloom, 1985; Ericsson, 2002; Ericsson et al., 1993; Ericsson et al., 

2005) aligning with focus on practice, the emergent term in the current study.   

Reflect on practice. 

Students, parents and teachers frequently engaged in reflect on practice (Figure 

7.3). Examples of student engagement in reflective practices are seen in Table 4.10 The 

Effective Learning Process.  Reflective practice also was evident in the process of Being 

Supportive as illustrated in Chapter Five, Figure 5.1.  Teachers’ actions were indicative 

of personal reflective practice in addition to encouraging reflective practice in students.  

Teachers sought continuous improvement, becoming learners of their own teaching 

(Hattie, 2009). The teachers’ approaches are discussed in Chapter Six.  Reflective 

practice, inclusive of metacognition, is often recognised to be important for academic 

achievement and autonomous learning (Aldrich, 2006; Cole & Chan, 1994; Costa, 2003, 

2009; Gardner, H., 2002; Paul & Elder, 2002; Sternberg, 1997; Wallace, 2009; 

Zimmerman, 1998, 2002)” (Williams, 2010, p.234-248) . 

CONCLUSION 

A central role of schooling is to promote academic excellence.  Frequently 

overlooked in promoting that agenda is how participants in schooling both understand 

and consider it best promoted.  Despite the obvious importance of this agenda, little 

research has been conducted into how participants in the process conceptualise these 

important issues.  Therefore, the first research aim of the study was to understand how 



 

participants in schooling conceptualise academic excellence.  This was addressed in the 

first section of each of the case findings, in Chapters Four, Five and Six.  The synthesis 

of understandings was presented in Chapter 7.   

Academic excellence was understood by participants in two ways, outstanding 

scholastic and personal best achievement.  The following characteristics were associated 

with the construct: high level thinking and communication, ability, love of learning, 

aspiration, focus, motivated work ethic, responsibility, self-efficacy, opportunity and 

recognition and reward.   

The rich nature of the data in this study arising from its uncommon multi-

perspective design enabled the synthesis of participants’ understandings of academic 

excellence in the form of the following definition, which is a major finding of this 

study: 

Academic excellence is the culmination of outstanding personal or 

socially valued academic achievements through a combination of beliefs, 

values, attitudes and behaviours enabling individuals to optimise 

potential through development opportunities. 

One of the aims of the study was to understand how academic excellence can be 

supported during the years of development, from the perspective of participants. The 

study found that optimal conditions for academic excellence encompassed a number of 

beliefs, values and attitudes in addition to behaviours.  These intangible factors were 

seen to be more important than specific behaviours. These optimal mindsets were 

characterised by a concentration on the needs of individual students and were 

overwhelmingly optimistic, holistic and inclusive.  The main commonality of 

supportive environments was the presence of supportive individuals with such mindsets. 

The use of reflective practice emerged as a major theme in the research.  

Teachers employed strategies of teaching toward excellence and students employed 

strategies to enhance learning.  One of the interesting findings of the study was elements 

common to these strategies.   

The following criterion for supportive environments draws together many of the 

influential factors participants understood to create optimal conditions for academic 

excellence:  

An environment promoting academic excellence enhances learning 

through providing opportunities and encouraging wellbeing, supporting 



 

learners in their progress towards outstanding personal or socially 

valued academic achievements. 

The title and aim of this study may appear to advocate some sort of pressure to achieve 

academic excellence.  However, the findings of the study regarding optimal conditions 

for excellence, as reflected in the above criterion, indicate that the environments in 

which academic excellence thrives are largely devoid of such pressure.  Rather, they 

promote, provide, encourage and support learning   (Williams, 2010, p.263-264) 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR STUDENTS 

1. Encourage students to explore, develop and communicate areas of strength and 

interest from an early age  

2. Engage with students in ways they can plan, practice and monitor, skill 

development, from an early age. 

3. Assist and encourage students to track and plan their personal academic progress 

in innovative ways, provide timely access to feedback on performance, from an 

early age through a focus of playing to personal strengths 

4. Encourage students to think of academic progress in terms of personal best 

5. Provision of avenues for content and skill progression based on mastery 

6. Allow students to pursue advanced work to manage their own level of challenge  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 

1. Routine use of commencement interviews to identify student strengths, interests, 

valued educational goals and successful strategies for dealing with areas of 

weakness (review existing students for same)  

2. Increased flexibility in school policies and structures (such as timetabling) to 

better serve students: 

I. Teachers and school staff to regularly engage with current research   

II. Encourage the creation of academic learning communities of school staff  

to provide a supportive atmosphere for professional skill development  

III. Review and revise existing school practices to reflect best practice 

research and the diverse needs of students the school serves. 

Teachers in the West Australian study reported that there was almost no 

incentive to draw upon existing research in the practice of teaching other than 



 

personal fulfilment.  Empirical foundations in teaching and learning were also 

identified as lacking at education management level.  Similar observations have 

been made by others (Hattie, 2009; Miretzky, 2007).  These findings indicate 

action is required on this issue.  Strengthening the authority of the profession 

would be a desirable outcome of taking such action.    

3. Learning environments should be a place that all students feel inspired to pursue 

their personal best.  Re-consider existing motivation and reward systems to 

ensure their legitimacy to school community. 

For example:  There is a relatively widespread practice of presenting certificates 

to all students during primary school, at weekly assemblies.  For the students in 

the West Australian study certificates were not valued.   A re-think of the time 

and worth of such traditional practice will reveal it lacks a research base.  It 

seems obvious to say that rewards for scholastic achievements in schools must 

be perceived that way by students.   

4. School exit interviews should be systematically employed with a view to 

facilitating continuous school improvement. 

5. Provision for students at all stages of schooling to work on an extended basis 

with others of similar intellectual ability or interest.  

6. Access to resources
7
 to develop independent research skills   

7. Provision of tools with for students to track their personal academic progress  

8. Reward effort and improvement on a school wide basis  

9. Academic progression to be determined by mastery of skills and content rather 

than constrained by age 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR EDUCATION SYSTEM  

1. Increase the status of teaching: 

I. Raise teachers’ pay relative to other professions to past levels or levels in 

other countries 

II. Increase the attractiveness to the teaching profession to the crucial, early 

years of schooling using various measures to attract/educators of the 

highest calibre  

III. Raise the entry standards of university teaching courses 

                                                      
7 For example:  Kellett, M. (2005). How to Develop Children as Researchers. London: Sage Publications 
Ltd. 



 

2. Introduce more pathways to teaching to attract a diverse range of experience, 

skill and gender to the profession  

3. Encourage skilled and highly capable teachers to be accredited  accomplished  

teachers and cut their bureaucratic compliance requirements and administrative 

work giving them increased professional autonomy as recognition for teaching 

excellence  

4. Non-prescriptive methods of learning.  Research tells us it is quality 

teaching/learning experiences that are important, a focus on any one method or 

resource may reflect popularity rather than a broad and deep research base. 

5. No new bureaucratic requirements implemented in schools without replacing or 

removing a previous requirement 

6. Review the burden of educational bureaucracy regularly with a focus on teacher 

productivity and value for money. The findings should be submitted to 

parliament to inform policymaking and improve transparency and 

accountability.  

7. Widespread use of pre-testing to determine children’s prior attainment or 

understanding in a skill or content area before the commencement of instruction. 

8. Align Curriculum Council policy and procedures for accommodating students 

with special needs with that of Universities’ policies and procedures for students 

with special needs. 

9. Shift the burden of proof for establishing special educational needs from parents 

to the state. All children should have access to testing, and if diagnosed with 

special requirements, this should be recorded in departmental records along with 

their individual education plan so that school provision and the associated 

funding can follow the child throughout their schooling.  

10. Institute a Catering for Diversity accreditation for education providers to 

recognise quality provision to accommodate the diverse profiles of students.  

The requirements for accreditation would provide a standard by which schools 

could audit and critically evaluate provision, policies, procedures and practice  

for able, gifted and talented and special needs pupils, informing planning for 

continuous whole school improvement.  A similar programme internationally is 

the UK’s NACE Challenge Award
8
. 

                                                      
8 http://www.nace.co.uk/challange.html  

http://www.nace.co.uk/challange.html


 

11. Explicitly teach students, at all educational levels, collaboration and time 

management techniques (how to work with others, how to manage complex 

tasks, how to plan for the future…etc.) this can generally be done concurrently 

with instruction in other skills or content. 

12. Students should be exposed to a variety of role models during the course of their 

formal education. Preferably this would be in-person, by meeting actual 

scientists, business people, tradespeople…etc. This would perform two 

functions: 

a. It would allow students to develop a better understanding of the world of 

work, including the state of the labour market, particularly important for 

allowing students to make a more informed decision regarding career 

choices 

b. Meeting people from a variety of professions at school would go some 

way towards countering the sport and celebrity focus of the media and 

hopefully provide alternative sources of inspiration for children in their 

studies. 

13. Research and develop a range of tools for students to facilitate personal best 

focused learning. Such research could draw on existing resources within and 

across disciplinary boundaries, such as work done by Butler, Smith and Irwin 

(1993), Buckingham (2007), Dweck (2008a, 2008b), Starkes and Ericsson 

(2003) and Vasilevska (2006). 

14. All students should have access to information about the range of opportunities 

available to them. The best teachers provide this sort of ‘inside information’ to 

their students giving them an edge. Access to information about key documents 

(what is a syllabus, where do I find one, how do I interpret it?), scholarships, 

academic competitions (essays, debating, computer programming…) cultural 

events (museum exhibitions, performing arts, public lectures), media resources 

(eg. podcasts from the ABC) available in one central location would allow 

students, of all ages, to enrich their educational experience (also useful for 

parents of younger children, and members of the general public).  For event 

organisers, such a web portal (probably the best way to present the material) 

would allow them to promote themselves to new and largely young audiences 

(for example, a theatre company putting on a production of Macbeth could 

attract students studying the play, who may never have ordinarily considered 

going to the theatre).  



 

15. The provision of challenging opportunities for learning by replacing age based 

progress in education with scholastic mastery, much as musical progress has 

traditionally been determined by mastery irrespective of age.  The organisation 

of classes and progress determined by age is conventional practice and not 

supported by research.   

 Primary schooling in WA is organised in a system of horizontal age-based 

 streaming otherwise known as an age/grade lock-step system.  Heller and 

 Schofield (2008) succinctly describe this structure of schooling, “Children move 

 through grades largely on the basis of age, and differing levels of performance 

 within those grades are accommodated through within-grade streaming” (p. 

 109). In WA, classes comprising approximately 25-32 students, operate under 

 the direction of one teacher for the school day for one calendar year.  Primary 

 schools typically offer additional programs with specialty teachers and may 

 include physical education, education support and education extension.  

 Extension provision is in two forms, school based and supplementary provision, 

 throughout the school system. If available, provision typically takes the form of 

 withdrawal classes for approximately two hours per week.  (Classes 

 known as Primary Extension and Challenge (PEAC) and begin in year 4 

 throughout the State, Department of Education, 2010b).   

 The availability of accelerated study options prevent the attrition of talent, 

 necessitating flexibility in the organisation of schooling, and “Including content 

 acceleration opportunities at all levels of schooling and in all subject areas and 

 across grades, acceleration and through the use of technology 

 options”(VanTassel-Baska, 2005, pp. 91-97). 

 Developing a profile (mapping) of students’ existing baseline skills levels, in a 

 useful, transparent way, may serve to guide placement into environments with 

 appropriate levels of challenge.  This process may entail the implementation of 

 creative strategies, for instance vertical timetabling such as those demonstrated 

 by Harrison and Watters (2004).  Particularly emphasised by participants in the 

 West Australian study was the under-utilisation of students’ time and potential 

 in the primary years of schooling.  As such, the process discussed above perhaps 

 should be of particular interest to those concerned with the attrition of talent.   

16. Concerted, multi-agency government action to change the negative general 

attitude to academic achievement in Australian society.   



 

 Research findings confirm the pervasive nature of the challenges posed by the 

 anti-scholastic culture identified to exist within schools and wider society.  

 These included, but were not limited to, negative impacts on the mindsets of 

 students that inhibited their achievement, varied obstacles to teaching, absence 

 of learned leadership in educational administration and the undervaluation of 

 teaching as a profession.  Previous efforts to reverse this cultural phenomenon 

 have been restricted to schools, (see Ministerial Council on Education, 

 Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 2008).  Research findings indicate 

 that the source of the problem experienced in education is a negative general 

 attitude towards academic achievement prevalent in (Australian) society.  

 Changing this common view is unlikely to be a simple matter, but judging from 

 previous efforts, for example, with regard to smoking habits, change is possible 

 if it becomes the subject of concerted, multi-agency government action over an 

 extended period. 
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