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Teachers are important catalysts in the talent development process, assisting pupils
with potential to perform at levels commensurate with their abilities. The question
remains, though, a$ to what aspects of a teacher are integral to the achievements of
able pupils. In my research, I sought to discover the characteristics of teachers that
were most appreciated by their able pupils" More specifically, I asked the pupils what
they valued in their teachers, and whether the teacher's personality or intelligence
was more lmportant. Opinions on this question are divided among teachers, with
soffi* believing that able pupils do not differ from other pupils in pref*rring the
per$onality characteristics while others a$sume that bright pupils want equally
intelligent teachers.

The gifted education literature is replete with descriptions of the characteristics of
effective teachers, which can be grouped under three headings: per$onal or social
qualities; intellectual or cognitive qualitres; and, teaching approaches ar pedagogicai
skills. Recurring personal and social qualities are that the teacher of the gifted, {1)
has insights into the eognitive, social and emotional needs of gifted students; {2)
pss$*$s*$ a $en$e of humpur; {3} is enthusiastic; {4} is culturally responsive; and {5)
is willing to make mistakes. Among the intellectual or cognitive qualities, the mast
important were, {1) in-depth knowledge of subject matter; {2) above average
intelligence; {3) bread interests, often literary and sultural; {4) lifelong learners; {5}
creative; and {6} excellent communication skills. ln the final category, an effective
teacher of gifted students is described as one who, {1) has skills in differentiating the
*u*"ricuiurr f*r gifted students; {2} employs strategies that encourage higher level
thinking; {3} encourages students to be independent learners; {4} provides student-
centred leaming opporriunities; (5) acts as a facilitator or "guide on the side"; {S)
crestes a non-threetening leanning environrnent; and, {7) is well organised.

My initial foray into this topic was to talk to focus groups of primary school pupils who
w*r* enr*lled in a gifted program. These Year 5 and 6 able pupils rated
unCerstanding and helpfulness as the most imporlant aspects of an effective teacher.
Not many pupils thought their teachers needed to be smart but the ability to facilitate
their learning by providing challenging tasks wa$ very important. A sense of humsur,
creativity and curiosity were other qualities frequently mentioned. Finally, the
students required their teachers to make the work interesting and to be well
urganiseC.

ln a nrore comprehensive study, I focussed on the perceptions of effective teachers
held by able secondary pupils, again enrolled in a full-time gifted program. With nry
colleague, Kornelia Tischler, I administered a survey that had two components: the
first included 36 statements, which called for students to choose between a personal
charaeteristic and an intellectual characteristic of their teacher, the second included
open-ended questions. Cohorts of pupils from Austr"alia, Austria and the lJnited
$tstes completed the su{"vey. For all three cohorts, the personal characteristics of the
teachers wera rnore important than th* intellectual *haracteristics" Th*rs w*re
significant grade differences with the younger pupils more often selecting personal
characteristics, compared to the older pupils. There was also a significant gender
diffsren*e with girls rnora likely tc select the personal characteristic than boys;
however, this difference was small.

The analysis of the open-enCed questions and fallnw-up fscus group interviews
revealed a rnuch more cornplex relationship than was evident frorn the data gaincd



fr**r the first part of the survey. While the pupils enjoyed teashers who had engaging
per$onalities, they alsc appreciated both their intellectual characteristics and the
texching strategies they employed. The rnost common re$ponses were:

' teachers' love of theirwsrk {"A good teacher ls someone who ftas a passion
fsr teactting their subjecf a*d far helping ofhers to cvme fp und*rsfand lf
befter');

" teachers who understand and care about the students' needs, abilities and
wprk {"help sfudenfs rxrhen filey don? undersfand; 'sfrou/d be inlercsfed fn
us"," 3ho*ld Sr dedrcaled fo ftjs sfi;denfs'];

r teachers who have in-depth knowledge of their subject, a broad general
knowledge, and the abil i ty to think in an interdisciplinary manner { 'Mr#"."uias
just interested in everything. He's a maths teacher and he had a dictianary
#k* ffiaf fhick rn firs rccm. ..he rcfates everytfung, he makes if so easy lo
ffndersfend');

l th*y provld* a ranEe of teaching strategies that allow the pupils to be active
fearners {"a good teacher r's one wha can vary teaching me/fiods and
encoarage class discussion fo break up th* boreCom af dainE sfueefs svery
/esson').

The pupils described their ideal learning environment as one in which there are clear
and ehall*nging expectatisns, where hemewsrk is integral to the learning prose$s,
where pupils' views ar€ sncourag*d and listened to, and where pupils are adequately
prepared for examinations" They valued teachers who were able to motivate thsm ts
learn and who possessed dassroom management skills {'knows how t* cantro{ th*
class'), had inter-est in teaching {"wants to be in the c/assroom'}, and willingness to
admit thelr mistakes and entertain alternative beliefs and viewpoints. Finally, the
pupils indicated thet they valued as$essment that was meaningful and fair, and
feedback that wa$ helpful and timely {'?ftey know the rigttt amaunt of homework to
set and return as.ses$rnent and fesfs pramptty wittr comrnents thaf muld help *s tn
th* future").

Seventy percent of the pupils dlstinguished behneen "gsod" teachers, whose lessons
th*y enjcyeC, EnC "effective" tea*hers, as indicated in the f*llowing: "A good leacher
is one xrfuo r$ nrso, kind and friendty and underslands a citild's view. An effective
teacheris one who knaws fhe sublect and is skllled in that area. " Perhaps not
surprisingly, the pupils referred to personal-social characterlstics when describing
good teachers but were much more likely to refer to pedagogical approaches when
descri bing effective teachers.

Cur rssearch suggests that effective teachers of able pupils are not "bornn' but can
"be made". \iilhile the pupiis appreciate teachers with good personal and social
qualities, they would prefer to be taught by teachers who are "the whole packag*". In
other words, teachers will be more effective practitioners for able pupils if they
develop appropriate pedagogical approaches and work on their interpersonal skills.


