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Understanding Human Pot 
its Fallacies and Developm 

Teo Chua Tee 

Young people cannot achieve the full range of intellectual capacity to solve problems 

on their own simply by being obedient and by memorizing data. Human intelligence 

attains its power and development when the conditions for its nurture have been 

provided for with conscious knowledge. As a child passes through childhood, 

adolescence and enters the phase of maturity, families and schools need to be 

aware of the needs at each stage before appropriate provisions can be made. Till 

today, all are concerned with the problem of underachievement or non-achieving 

behaviour. 

Defining underachievement 

Rimm (1997, p. 18) defines underachievement as "a discrepancy between a child's 

school performance and some index of the child's ability'' while most research 

defines it as a phenomenon that occurs when the child's achievement test score is 

below his IQ score. Many programs in schools are designed to help those with 

poor academic performance, to prevent pupils from dropping out of school and to 

wage war against drug and alcohol abuse and in some cases, to prevent violence. 

Peterson and Skiba (2002, p. 114) advocate prevention, identification and 

intervention for pupils at risk of having difficulties. Rimm (1997, pp. 21-22) suggested 

the use of the Trifocal Model to reverse underachievement. It comprises several 

steps, the first of which is assessment, leading to communication with parent and 

child, identification of the child's profile, and changing parent 

teacher expectations. The final step involves the design of both 

home and school strategies and modifications. Children are 

expected to make progress between six months to a year using 

the Trifocal Model. 

Some interesting proposals that are being offered to improve 

academic achievement of pupils include creating new models 

of schooling that give both parents and pupils more control over 

the types of school environment and imaginative academic 

programming with a greater variety of options offered to pupils to suit their needs 

and preferences. In a press release (Reference No. EUN N25-02-004 V61) this 

year, the Ministry of Education in Singapore states that they are in the process of 

customizing and tailoring the national education system to create more choices 

and greater diversity in courses and subjects for both upper secondary and junior 

college education to cater for differing needs of pupils. 
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People, namely the pupil, his parents and teachers are unhappy when they discuss 

the "underachievement" phenomenon. However, they are cheered if we speak of 

how to help the pupil to do better. In fact, Mandel and Marcus (1995) have written 

a book entitled, "Could do better''! There is an Arabic saying that is helpful to those 

children who are deemed to underachieve. It says that the peacock is 

"contented because it never looks at its feet -which are very ugly - but 

always at its plumage which is very beautiful." Similarly, adults 

must learn to look at what children can do and not emphasize 

what they cannot do. Before helping pupils to achieve, adults must 

have a clear understanding of the concept of human potential. 

Variations in human potential: Inherited I innate I acquired character & 

maturation 

A young child is like an unpolished gem- be it a ruby, a sapphire, an emerald, a 

pearl or a diamond - of differing grade. The difference in human potential is 

fundamental. The difference in capability and capacity of one person from another 

is clearly evident. No two individuals are alike, even if they are homozygous twins. 

Teo, Quah, Rahim, Rasanayagam (2002), when expounding on the concept of 

self-knowledge, named three factors in the composition of character. These are: (i) 

the inherited, genetic or biological factor, (ii) the innate or inborn factor and (iii) the 

acquired, learnt or environment factor. In addition, we also note that each child or 

youth is endowed with the freewill, which the precious stone is beir"lg deprived of. 

The child could therefore, choose to act, choose to learn, choose to create, choose 

to be kind, choose to serve, ... and choose to "shine" regardless of his innate 

capacities and capabilities. Each person must decide to grow on his own volition, 

or will, or choice, otherwise no intervention or programming effort, no matter how 

rigorous or extensive, will ever take effect. 

Biologically, it is known that children inherit the strengths and 

weaknesses of their parents. DF analysis has indicated for 

instance, that high ability is strongly inheritable (Thompson & 

Plomin, 1993, p. 111 ). As such, children born from parents with 

weak genetic constitution will tend to be feeble as they inherit 

the debility of their parents, children born from parents with 

musical talents, for example, would probably be musically 

inclined. Individual differences also arise from cultural and 

educational provisions in the environment in which the children 

are reared. Through education and cultivation of the mind, the 

ignorant becomes learned. The effects of education, training 

and environmental conditioning are evident. Take for example, 

a number of children of one family, of one place, of one school, 

instructed by one teacher, reared on the same food, living in the 

same climate, given the same clothing arid studying the same 

lessons, it is certain that among these children, some will be clever in the sciences, 

some will be of average ability and some dull. It is clear that differences in the 
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degree and kind of intelligence in the latter cases are not attributable to genetic or 

environmental conditions but are innate or inborn in character. 

Furthermore, it may be noted that no matter how much we may cultivate or polish 

a shell, it will not turn into a gleaming pearl, neither can a dull pebble shine like a 

gem. The calocynth and the thorny cactus can never by cultivation, become a 

beautiful tree. Never, through nurturance, will a fruitl~ss tree bear fruit. It is therefore 

evident that cultivation, training or education, though powerful in its influence, cannot 

alter the inner essence of existence - be it a physical capability or an intellectual 

capacity or giftedness. 

On the contrary, a raw diamond - a black stone, will never shine unless and until it 

is well polished. By analogy, it is unlikely that the potential in a child will be realized 

without appropriate education, training and experience. A grain of wheat, when 

cultivated by the farmer, will yield a whole harvest and a seed, through the gardener's 

care, will grow into a great tree. A child, when nurtured by the teacher's loving 

efforts, will reach his or her optimum level of attainment. Education does exert a 

tremendous and powerful influence in bringing forth whatever perfections, capacities, 

gifts and talents latent within an individual. The tenet is that the potential in the 

child, whatever it is, may be developed and transformed into achievement or 

performance via conscious educational provisions in the environment only to the 

extent of its inherited and innate endowment. 

It needs to be noted, in addition, that all created things have their timing or stage of 

maturity. The period of maturity in the life of a tree is the time of its fruit-bearing. 

The maturity of a plant is the time of its blossoming and flowering. The animal 

attains a stage of full growth and completeness at the time of its readiness for 

reproduction. In the human kingdom, man reaches his maturity when his intelligence 

attains its greatest power and development. According to biological scientists, 

maturation appears to be a critical driving force in human development (Rutter & 

Rutter, 1992). There are several supportive observations. Firstly, for some skills 

like walking and talking, maturation seems all-important. Below a certain age, no 

amount of training could induce the desired skill; training could only help speed up 

skill acquisition marginally. Biological 

scientists (Fischer, Pipp & Bullock, 

1984) have pointed out that 

maturation includes rapid, abrupt 

transitions as well as gradual 

changes. Rutter and Rutter (1992) 

have pointed out that some growth 

phenomena, like fear of height in 

children and the development of self

awareness in the second year of life, 

may have a maturational or neural 

basis but their timing is extensively 

influenced by the availability of 
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physical experiences and perceptual or sensory inputs from the environment. They 

(Ibid. p. 82) assert that: 

" ... an ability may be present already at birth but neverthless requires certain 

experiences to maintain the integrity of the capacity ... ". 

The fact is that maturation has to take place in some experiential context and not in 

a vacuum. Maturation and experience do interact although there is no doubt that 

genetic influences do operate substantially on the development of abilities. A more 

mature understanding at this juncture therefore is that education will bring forth the 

respective inherited and innate capabilities, gifts and talents of the individual pupil 

in the relevant time frames of maturation. 

To say that a child is "underachieving" when he or she possesses less or does not 

have a particular ability or has not yet been given .the appropriate educational 

opportunities or has not reached the state of maturation, is presumptuous or 

inaccurate. 

The invisible potential: The invisible fruit 

From the perspective of biological science, gifts and talents of the child are unknown 

at birth. Nevertheless, the signs of precocity and/or disability, mental or behavioural, 

do accompany early maturation. An analogy to this phenomenon is seen in nature. 

The author calls it the "invisible fruit, invisible potential" phenomenon. It is known 

that a fruit tree has the "potential" or capability of producing fruits. However, it is 

also known that if we do not provide the tree with the necessary nourishment or 

"nurturance", fruits may take a longer than usual time to appear, or, in the extreme 

case, never appear at all. The fruit, ere it is formed, lies potentially within the tree. 

Were the tree to be cut into pieces, no sign nor any part of the fruit, however small, 

could be detected. When the fruit appears, however, it will manifest itself in such 

wondrous beauty and perfection that no one will deny its existence. Similarly, 

abilities, gifts and talents are invisible in young children. 

In any living organism, the full measure of its development is not known or realized 

at the time of its inception or birth, just like the fruit that is not visible in the young 

tree. The fruit becomes apparent only when the tree reaches maturity after much 

cultivation -when the bud appears. This phenomenon is likewise true for 

giftedness- the consummation of the human potential is not immediate. 

Initially, giftedness or talent is invisible in the fetus. It gradually becomes 

apparent only as the child develops and matures under the loving care of 

parents and teachers. It is the parent, usually the mother, who first begins 

to realize that the child responds happily to music or that the child reads 

early when other children are still babbling. 

The farmer could hardly tell if the trees in his orchard are going to bear 

sweet fruits till he has witnessed their growth and tasted them. The doctors 
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are unable to tell if the fetus in the womb is a general-to-be, while the teachers 

cannot foretell the Einsteins and Picassos in the classroom though they all may 

have their suspicions. However, the farmer could fertilise the trees to the best of 

his ability, the doctor could give the mother plenty of vitamins to ensure that the 

foetus grows into a healthy child and the teacher could provide a most stimulating 

learning environment so that the mental faculties of the students may develop to 

their fullest potential. Just as a tree needs nutrition before it could bear fruits, the 

child needs to be nurtured via an optimum educational environment before talents 

could take visible forms or manifest themselves. 

It is evident, from the analogy of fruit-bearing with the manifestation of abilities, 

gifts and talents, that the identification of abilities and disabilities is an uphill task: 

for talents and learning disabilities are usually invisible at the beginning. Often, its 

realization is when its unfolding by degrees becomes more pronounced and this 

process is, of course, determined by time and the state of biological preparedness 

of the individual. Basically, it depends on maturation, the process of growth, 

development and progression in gradual degrees and stages of all organic matters. 

For human beings, it is the biological timing for the preparedness of the various 

forms of learning. To label a pupil when he is not ready for learning as 

"underachieving" is thus incorrect. 

Developmental theories & their fallacies 

From the educational-developmental perspective, three major views on the 

development of human potential and learning exist. Generally, the behaviourists 

believe that the development of intelligence and learning is controlled and 

conditioned by the environment and that the student is a passive recipient of 

knowledge and behaviour (Locke, 1690/1892; Watson & Raynor, 1920; Skinner, 

1957). Maturationalists, however, place emphasis on heredity, on the natural 

unfolding of built-in patterns of growth (Rousseau, 1762/1955; Plomin, 1986). 

Cognitive developmentalists, psychoanalysts and social cognitive theorists, on the 

other hand, view learning as an interactive process; the stages are maturationally 

determined while the progression from one stage to the next depends on the success 

of the previous stage. This success includes experience, language acquisition and 

adaptive ability of the child as an active participant (Piaget, 1971, 1985; Vygotsky, 

1978; Freud, 1973; Erikson, 1950; Bandura, 1986). 

These theories become more meaningful when examined in 

view of logic and the reality of things. The behaviorists appear 

to have missed the fact that pupils are living organisms with 

a will to choose to learn· or otherwise. The best lessons in the 

world are useless if pupils choose not to be attentive. Learning 

will show its best effects when the pupils are mentally mature 

and ready or prior efforts may end up in vain. The 

Maturationists need to be reminded of the innate or inborn 

attributes of the individual in addition to his inherited 
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characteristics; they need to be aware of the educational effects to hasten the 

process of maturation. Cognitive psychologists understand the value of education 

and the timing at which pupils learn best; they need only be reminded to look out 

for inherited and innate characteristics of pupils, like preferred learning styles. 

Developing human capabilities and capacities 

Howe (1999) attempted to explain' the phenomenon of genius level productions 

after examining Charles Darwin, George Eliot, George Stephenson, the Bronte 

sisters, Michael Faraday and Albert Einstein. He suggests that exceptional talents 

are possibly developed through the combination of environment, personality and 

sheer hard work. The geniuses appear to have pursued their passion for specific 

subjects with a characteristic drive, determination and focus. 

Today's children grow and learn in a fast paced society with tremendous pressure 

to show that they are capable winners, or achievers. If human potential, capabilities, 

capacities, gifts, talents and disabilities are invisible and not quite known, except 

for the use of IQ tests as estimates, at the beginning of schooling, then the term 

"underachievement" is a misnomer since the human limit is unknown. Perhaps, it 

is more accurate to say that the children are "yet to achieve". The 

"underachievement" label must not be used as it may result in self-fulfilling 

prophecies, causing children to withhold effort. How often has the incompletion of 

a school task been attributed to "an inability to concentrate", "a lack of will-power'', 

"a lack of energy" or "a lack of persistence"? 

A pupil is the captain of his own ship, the pilot of her own plane. It is only when he 

has been educated to the extent where he realizes the meaning of his existence 

and is able to set his life goals, that he is able to work towards them. Parents and 

teachers could of course guide him to make choices and to 

empower him with basic skills to deal with those inevitable 

problems in school life. This type of education constitutes 

"Humanistic Education" (Robinson Ill, Jones and Hayes, 2002), 

an essential component of all successful school curricula in 

addition to the normal science, computer and arts education. 

True loss is indeed for a pupil whose days have been spent in 

utter ignorance of his self, his aspirations, strengths and 

weaknesses including his learning disabilities. 

The following are eight characteristics of achievers given by 

Heacox (1991, p. 1 0), the knowledge of which may enable 

teachers and parents to guide their pupils to set new life goals. 

1 . Achievers are goal-oriented. They set long- or short-term goals and move 

toward them. Their goals are both personal and professional (or academic). 

2. Achievers are positive thinkers. They expect that they will be successful. 

They have already experienced enough success in their lives that they are sure 

they can continue to do well. 
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3. Achievers are confident. They have strong, positive feelings about their 

abilities. For this reason, they are able to risk trying out new ideas or methods. 

4. Achievers are resilient. They do not let failure get them down. They bounce 

back from defeat and try again. They value improvement but are not disabled if 

their performance is less than perfect. 

5. Achievers have self-discipline. They have the ability and drive to stay on task 

in both their personal and professional/academic goals. They resist distractions 

and diversions. 

6. Achievers have pride. They are proud of their accomplishments. They know 

they have done well, and they believe they have the right to feel good about 

themselves. These individuals develop a sense of inner satisfaction. They are 

less dependent on others to say "well" done. 

7. Achievers are proficient. They have the necessary skills to be successful. 

Whether they are students with basic learning skills, engineers with mechanical 

skills, or doctors with diagnostic skills, they have what they need to do well. 

8. Achievers are risk takers. They are willing to work on the edge. They are able 

to try new things and push the limits of what is known. Risk taking requires 

courage and confidence in one's abilities; achievers have both. 

It is most debilitating when teachers and parents discuss failures of pupils. No 

child, youth or adult is perfect. The reality is that we simply have to strive to change 

bad qualities into good ones-consciously. For example, a child's laziness must be 

changed into diligence and activity, quick temper must be changed into calmness, 

pride into humility, falsehood into truth, and deceit into frankness. The development 

of virtues is one of the essential life goals to be set if the children are to succeed in 

life. 

Professional help needs to be sought if the child has disorders like Asperger's 

Syndrome (Gallagher and Gallagher, 2002), autism, dyslexia, attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder and other difficulties (Psychological and Guidance Services 

Branch, Ministry of Education, 2001 ). Early intervention and treatment warrants 

better chances of developing the pupil's gifts and talents in later life. It is not 

uncommon to find pupils with learning, emotional or behavior disabilities to be truly 

gifted or vice versa (Rizza and Morrison, 2002; Winebrenner, 2002). 

Children can be motivated with lots of love and encouragement, like plants blossom 

with fertilizers, except that they may not necessarily be motivated to achieve 

excellence in academic studies. Wise adults may like to guide or inspire them 

to attain a balanced life, teaching them to have time for rest and play, to be 

happy and to be independent. 
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Reflections 

While the manifestation of gifts, talents and learning disabilities is subject to biological 

{inherited and inborn), maturational and educational conditions, the identification 

of gifts, talents and learning disabilities via IQ and scholastic tests is not infallible 

since human potential are like invisible fruits. To optimize learning performance, 

teachers must first aim to teach fundamental knowledge and skills or core studies 

using a variety of effective and interesting teaching methods. As not all pupils are 

capable of engaging in advanced studies, some pupils will have to be given 

opportunities to study at specialized subject schools like the industrial, commercial, 

computer, dance, music or art and craft schools to acquire technical, commercial, 

computer, kinesthetic, musical or artistic skills until they become proficient in a 

skill. Consideration needs to be given with regard to the field for which the child or 

youth has an inclination, a desire or a talent. 

Other than receiving education for the mind, pupils must be taught to relax, to 

meditate and to take care of their physical health as well as their social relationships. 

Moral, spiritual and human educations are also indispensable as these provide the 

youths with courage to face hardships and adversities in life and enable them to 

develop praiseworthy virtues to serve humankind. Parents and teachers must learn 

to listen to their children. Day by day, little by little, they must learn to relinquish the 

hold and control over the children, teach them to make responsible choices and 

develop their will or volition, so that they will grow into mature, independent, 

balanced, achieving and happy young adults. The effects of education to develop 

latent human potential, gifts and talents will soon be witnessed as teachers and 

parents become united in their efforts to develop the whole person. Every child is 

potentially the light of the world. Each deserves holistic education, whatever race, 

creed or class, gifted or disabled, rich or poor. Let each pupil receive and develop 

according to his or her capacity. 
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