
  
Title The gifted child 
Author(s) Lim Tock Keng 
Source Public Seminar on Enhancing Children’s Learning,  5 January 1997, 

Chapter of Psychiatrists, Academy of Medicine, Singapore 
  
 
Copyright © 1997 The Author 
 
This document may be used for private study or research purpose only. This document or 
any part of it may not be duplicated and/or distributed without permission of the copyright 
owner. 
 
The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. 
 
Citation: Lim, T. K. (1997, January). The gifted child. Paper presented at the Public Seminar 
on Enhancing Children’s Learning, Chapter of Psychiatrists, Academy of Medicine, 
Singapore. 
 
This document was archived with permission from the copyright holder. 
 



THE GIFfED CHILD1 

Lim Tock Keng 

National Institute of Education 

Nanyang Technological University 

ABSTRACT 

The future course of a society depends on the developed potential of its young. Every 

country need to nurture its human resources , particular! y the gifted. The top 1 % to 2 % of 

a population is normally considered as gifted. There are five broad areas in which giftedness 

can show itself: general intellectual ability, specific academic aptitude, creative or productive 

thinking , leadership ability ancl visual ancl performing arts. The focus of this paper is on the 

intellectually gifted. We can nurture the special characteristics of the intellectually gifted 

through gifted programmes . A good programme will attempt to recognize gifted students' 

special abilities such as curiosity, imagination, elaboration, originality , perseverance, risk

taking ancl sensitivity . The Chinese High School , an independent school in Singapore, 

embarked on a pul l-out gifted programme in 1993. A group of Secondary 1 students were 

selected eaL:h year to attend a special pull-out challenging, differentiated and enriched 

L:u1TiL:ulum in the subjeL:ts that they exL:elled in: Mathematics, SL:ienL:e and Computer Science. 

An important feature of the Chinese High programme is its interdisciplinary approach to 

curriculum ancl its incliviclualisecl projeL:t work with mentors. Over the last few years, the 

Chinese High gifted students have clone some good projects in the broad areas of Applied 

ScienL:e, Biology, Innovation, Defence Science, Robotics and Mathematics. The Chinese 

High is also aware that no programme could be successful if the socio-emotional well-being 

of students is not taken care of. Some gifted children do encounter social and emotional 

problems . Quite often, the development of gifted children i~ asymmetrical; their mental 

superiority may not be matched in degree by physiL:al, soL:ial or emotional precocity . It is 

important for gifted programmes to give support both in the academic subjects as well as in 

socio-emotional aspects. 

1 Paper presented at the Public Seminar on Enhancing Children's Learning , Chapter of 
PsyL:hiatrists , Academy of Medicine, Singapore, January 5, 1997. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Giftedness is arguably the most precious natural resource a civilisation can have. 

Sternberg & Davidson (1986) 

The future course of a society depends on the developed potential of its young. High ability 

is a national resource and no country can afford the loss of this exceptional ability. This is especially 

so in Singapore, where human resource is our only natural resource. We need to nurture all our 

human resources, particularly the gifted, as giftedness is the precious endowment of potentially 

outstanding abilities which allows a person to interact with the environment with remarkably high 

levels of achievement and creativity. 

The focus on giftedness is not a recent happening. Differentiated training for gifted children 

began in ancient Sparta, with giftedness being fostered in terms of fighting skills and military 

leadership, and in Athens , where Plato's famous academy selected young men and women based on 

intelligence and physical stamina. In the Tang dynasty of early China, child prodigies were sent to 

the imperial court, where their gifts were recognized and cultivated (Colangelo & Davis , 1991). To 

be able to nurture the gifted in Singapore, it is vital that we be able to identify them . Some countries 

consider the top 1 % to 2 % of their population as gifted, while others use the top 5 % (Freeman, 

1991). 

METHODS FOR ASSESSJNG ABILITY 

The U.S. Office of ~du cation (Marland, 1972) recognizes five broad areas in which giftedness 

can show itself: 

General intellectual abi lity, 

Specific academic aptitude, 

Creative or productive thinking , 

Leadership ability and 

Visual and performing arts. 

A student is considered gifted if he performs well in any of the above areas, either singly or 111 

combinations. In Singapore our focus is on the intellectually gifted. 
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There is no group of tests which can be used universally for identifying the intellectually 

gifted. Phua (1983) pointed out some generally accepted procedures: 

Group intelligence test scores, 

School achievement scores, 

Track records of pupils' school performance, 

Creativity test scores and 

Teacher's observation and nomination. 

In order to select the academically gifted, gifted programmes generally give potential students 

a battery of tests comprising of intelligence tests and tests of quantitative and verbal ability. Students 

may be interviewed and their portfolio of work examined. Teachers may be asked to report on their 

students. 

PROVIDING OPPORTUNITIES FOR INTELLECTUAL GROWTH 

The special characteristics of the gifted can be nurtured through gifted programmes. 

Currently a variety of programmes attempts to cater for the needs of the gifted, ranging from full-time 

programmes, to special schools and pull-out programmes. 

As shown in Walton (1961) and Woolfolk (1995), a good programme will attempt to 

recognize gifted students' special abilities such as: 

Curiosity: wondering how or why things are as they are/or might be, mental exploring of information 

and events; 

Imagination : generation of new ideas , speculating, creating new associations; 

Elaboration: extending or expanding an idea to make it more complex, building on a given situation; 

Originality: thinking novel ideas , finding unique solutions, creating original plans ; 

Perseverance: patience, concentration, determination and reliability; 

Risk-taking : courage to be different, experiment with ideas, devise alternative strategies, learn to 

accept ambiguity; 

Sensitivity: observation of self and others, recognition of feelings, recognition of problems, awareness 

of environment. 

Gifted programmes normally attempt to provide challenging, differentiated and enriched 
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curriculum. Some programmes in the States cater for accelerated curriculum. 

THE CHINESE HIGH GJFfED PROGRAMME 

The Chinese High School, an independent school in Singapore, embarked on a pull-out gifted 

programme in 1993. A group of Secondary 1 students were selected each year to attend a special 

pull-out challenging, differentiated and enriched curriculum in the subjects that they excelled in: 

Mathematics, Science and Computer Science (Lim & Tan, 1996). These gifted students are only 

"pulled out" of their regular classes and grouped together when they are doing their enriched subjects; 

such an arrangement provides the gifted students opportunities to study the subjects that they excelled 

in with their gifted peers and their other subjects with their regular classmates, giving them the 

advantages of both full- and part-time programmes. 

The Chinese High School's (CHS) programme emphasizes ideas and themes within the 

enriched subjects using an interdisciplinary approach to curriculum design, as indicated in Witham 

(1991). Students highly gifted in mathematics use computer software to explore the concept of 

complex numbers and fractals. Teachers are encouraged to teach the students to use the computer 

to facilitate their learning. Higher-order thinking skills are emphasized and used in the classrooms. 

An important feature of the CHS programme's interdisciplinary approach to curriculum is 

individualised project work with mentors. The Chinese High set up the Mentor- Link project within 

the gifted programme to assist students to locate mentors from tertiary and professional institutions 

to guide students in the specialised areas of their projects (Lim, 1996). Mentoring has provided the 

CHS gifted programme with an opportunity to deal with the heterogeneity of talents in the gifted 

students and enhance their potential. The intellectually challenging projects allow open-ended 

experimentation and foster · ndependence, originality and opportunities for creative expression on the 

part of the students. 

MENTOR-LINK PROJECTS 

Over the last few years, the Chinese High gifted students have clone some good projects in 

the broad areas of Applied Science, Biology, Innovation , Defence Science, Robotics and Mathematics. 

While some students have worked on projects that are of interest to their themselves and their mentors 

such as hydroponics, fractals, the global positioning system and Frequency-Modulated Continuous 
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Wave radar, others have worked on projet.:ts that they were interested in such as shoe polish and 

feeding of fish. Two of the projects, hydroponics and fractals are dest.:ribed in greater detail. 

In 1995, a group of Secondary 3 students, Neo, Ng, Teo and Cai did a project on Hydroponic 

Tomato Production with a mentor from the Singapore Polytechnic (Neo, et. al., 1995). It was the 

continuation of a project on the impact of root aeration on hydroponics tomato plant production, 

which Cai and Neo the year before (Cai, et. al., 1994). In this phase of the project, the students 

compared an Australian-made smart valve system, which automatically delivers nutrient solutions to 

the plants based on gravity, with the drowned root system, a conventional type of hydroponic system 

commonly available in the Asian market. From the statistical tests on the data that they have 

collected on leaf and plant growth, they found that the automatic hydropat.: system feel by the smart 

valve device was superior to the other three methods in terms of leaf area, plant height ancl number 

of fruits produced . 

Soh and Lim, two secondary 2 students, worked on a project, Fractals , experimenting with 

different parameters used in the generation of frat.:tals (Soh, et. al., 1995). They found the wmplexity 

and intricate structure of fractals artistically appealing. Knowing that as frat.:tals are t.:reatecl with 

initiators and generators, the image would be affected if the parameters are altered, they det.:ided to 

generate images that would resemble an object in life. They worked with natural fractals, studying 

the fractal programme concerning drawing trees. 

They experimented with random number generation (the crown of trees would vary in sizes 

and shapes in different cases), st.:aling (the trees are larger and cramped together , creating an image 

of a forest), rotation (brant.:hes resemble tlags) and translation (the trees do nut line up). Soh and Lim 

found that any alterations of the parameters mentioned t.:oulcl t.:ause a dramatic t.:hange of the original 

object into another. They became aware that a lot of objects in the world were really some sort of 

fractals. Soh and Lim learned mut.:h about frat.:tals as well as powerful programming languages. 

SOCIO-EMOTIONAL FACTORS 

No programme wuld be sut.:cessful if the sot.: io-emotional well-being of students is not taken 

care of. Some gifted t.:hildren encounter social and emotional problems. Quite often, the development 

of gifted children is asymmetrical; their mental superiority may not be matched in degree by physical , 

social or emotional precocity. Problems may arise if assumptions of all-round maturity stem from 

advanced mental development. Labelling students "gifted" may bring about expectations by teachers, 
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classmates and parents that they are gifted in all subjects and at all times . Gifted students are still 

children - they want to be liked by their peers ; they enjoy working ancl playing ancl having friends 

of other levels of maturity . They have the same emotional needs as other students (Gross, 1993). . 

In a gifted programme, it is important that teachers know their students well. The CHS 

programme gather information on them from their primary teachers through a teacher rating scale. 

Subsequently, information on self-esteem, attitudes in learning Mathematics and Science and thinking 

styles are collected. Periodically, the gifted specialist in the programme meet all students in groups 

to give them both support in their academic subjects and in socio-emotional aspects. Gifted 

underachievers were also studied ancl strategies worked out to counsel ancl support them (Lim, 111 

press). 

CONCLUSION 

The major purpose 111 education of the gifted is the release of the unique potential of 

exceptionally able pupils. A school's responsibility in educating the gifted is to maximise the 

development of their potential. In any gifted programme, it is vital to monitor the progress of, as 

well as evaluate the programme. When the Chinese High gifted programme was set up , evaluation 

was an important feature of the programme. Evaluation took place at both the formative and 

summative levels. Formative evaluation was established at the early stages to improve the programme 

and summative evaluation occurred at the encl of the year to determine the net effectiveness of the 

programme (Lim, 1996). 

In line with Treffinger (1991), we need to seek and respond to gifted students' unique 

strengths and sustained interests , and nurture the fundamental ingredients of their creative productivity 

(the abilities, skills and motivations that underlie creative accomplishment). To develop the creative 

productivity of gifted children, it is important for gifted programmes to provide them with the proper 

tools , in terms of processes, techniques ancl skills. Educators face the challenge of taking seriously 

their role as catalysts for nut only the gifted as students, but also their development into creative, 

lifelong learners and productive adults. 



7 

References 

Cai, C. E. Neo, T. C. , Zhou, Y. S., Tan, E. & Leow, A. C. T . (1994) The effect of root aeration 
on hydroponic tomato production, Singapore: The Chinese High School. 

Colengelo N. & Davis , C. A. (Ed.) (1991) Handbook of gifted education, Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 

Freeman, J. (1991) Gifted children growing up, London: Cassel Educational Limited. 

Gross, M. U. M. (1993) Exceptionally Gifted Children, London: Routledge. 

Lim T. K. (1996) Formative evaluation of The Chinese High Gifted Education Programme, Roeper 
Review, 19 , J, 50 - 53. 

Lim T. K. (1996) Nurturing giftedness through the Mentor-Link Programme, High Ability Studies, 
7, 2, 169 - 177. 

Lim T. K. (in press) Understanding underachievers in a pull-out gifted programme in Singapore, In 
Lim T. K. (Eel.) (in press) Maximising Academic Achievement: The Chinese High Gifted 
Education Programme in Singapore, Singapore: Times Academic Press . 

Lim T. K. & Tan L . S. ( 1996) A pull-out gifted programme in Singapore, Gifted Education 
International , 12 , 36 - 39 . 

Marland, S. P. (1972) Education of the gifted and talented, Report tu the Congress of the United 
States by the U.S. Commissioner of Education, Washington, D.C: Government Printing 
Office. 

Neo, T. C., Ng, C. Y., Teo , K. C., Cai, C. E., Ang, S. H. & Leow, A. C. T . (1995) Hydroponic 
tomato production using an automatic smart valve feeding system, Singapore: The Chinese 
High School. 

Ouyang, Y. Z ., Ou , C. K., Ho , C. W., Lim , C. M., & Tan , H. C. (1995) Fuzzy logic control , 
Singapore: The Chinese High School. 

Phua, S. L. (1983) The gifted project, Singapore: Ministry of Education . 

Soh, C. K., Lim, P. K., Chan H.B., & Lee, J. (1995) Explorations into natural fractals, Singapore: 
The Chinese High School. 

Treffinger , D. J. (1991) Future goals and directions , In Colengelo N. & Davis , C. A. (Eel .) (1991) 
Handbook of gifted education , Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 

Walton , G. (1961 ) Identification of the intellectually gifted children in the public school 
kindergarten , Unpublished doctoral dissertation , University of California , Los Angeles. 

Woolfolk A. E. (1995) Educational Psychology, Boston: Allyn and Bacon. 


	PSECL-1997-LimTK_cover
	PSECL-1997-LimTK
	PSECL-1997-LimTK_cover
	EP 644


