
                            
                                               

 

  
 

 
 

 

 

 
“None of Us Is As Smart As All of Us” 

With spring comes new growth, new paths, 

as well as renewed dedication to paths that have 

proved fruitful. I am pleased to be stepping up from 

Assistant Newsletter editor to Editor this year. I 

would like to thank Margaret Leigh for her service 

as past Editor. I hope that I can adequately fill her 

shoes!  

This issue of the newsletter is all about new 

viewpoints, unique perspectives, innovative ways of 

seeing things, looking at familiar topics in new 

ways, and the power that comes (or has the potential 

for coming) when multiple perspectives are brought 

to bear on a subject. We have an important message 

from our new Chair, Abbey Block Cash regarding 

developing issues in the organization of NAGC. I 

urge all our members to consider carefully the 

implications of the issues she brings forth.  

This issue contains essays by Don Ambrose, 

Jason Helfer and Stephen Schroth that invite us to 

break our familiar mindsets and expand our 

horizons. We also have a review by Nora Cohen of 

Ambrose’s new book, Expanding Visions of 

Creative Intelligence: An Interdisciplinary 

Exploration. It is my hope that we can continue to 

have a book review section as part of all subsequent 

newsletters. The ideas included in this issue made 

me think of the Japanese proverb, “None of us is as 

smart as all of us.” The power of many divergent 

viewpoints coming together often leads to the most 

productive solutions. 

~Erin Miller, Editor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Welcome: Introductory Message from the 

New Chair 

 

Abbey Block Cash, Ph.D. 

Conceptual Foundations 

 
It is my pleasure to address Division 

members and all interested parties as the new Chair 

of Conceptual Foundations (CF).  My previous 

focus with the Divisions during the last 6+ years has 

been as an involved member, presenter, Assistant 

Program Chair, and Program Chair. It is a different 

lens through which I must now envision the 

Division – one that requires me to be a custodian 

with an enlarged view of the Division and its 

connection to the greater NAGC.  The task is 

especially challenging this year with talk of 

“reorganization” and other changes at the national 

level.  During the last two months, all NAGC 

members should have received the new by-laws or 

regulations for review and possible ratification.  At 

the time of this writing, the outcomes had not yet 

been reported, but they are expected soon. 

 Before I expand on some of the anticipated 

changes, I am taking this opportunity to say good-

by to Cheryl Ackerman, our former Secretary, 

Program Chair, and Division Chair.  Cheryl has 

been a tireless leader, overseeing positive Division 

developments such as session introductions and 

evaluations, and special pre-conference sessions.  

Overall, her embracing leadership has encouraged 

involvement from both veteran and new members, 

and our Division has remained viable under her 

direction.  My personal thank-you, Cheryl; I also 

appreciate your willingness to continue to be there 
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for the Division as an active and involved member 

and advocate.  

 A succinct update of the November 2006 

NAGC Conference is also in order, since I promised 

this in a previous correspondence.  The conference, 

which was held in Charlotte, North Carolina, from 

November 1-5, began with a CF sponsored Pre-

conference session on Wednesday.  Cheryl helped 

organize “Sensitivity and Excitability”, dealing with 

Dabrowski’s Theory, in cooperation with the 

Counseling and Guidance Division; Sixty-four 

people were in attendance. A meeting for all 

Division leaders took place on Thursday, November 

2, (more to follow on this subject) preceding the 

regular conference, November 3-5.  The Welcoming 

or Networking Breakfast, which occurred on Friday, 

was a disappointment this year as the format was 

changed and the Divisions were not notified.  

Rather than the gathering being a venue to introduce 

interested attendees to our Divisions as in the past 

year, it was reduced to a continental breakfast for 

socialization.  Division tables were sprinkled 

throughout the large room, some sporting titles that 

did not match Division names, and it was nearly 

impossible for the Division leadership to conduct 

information sessions during this time. 

Finally, the Conceptual Foundations 

Division sponsored approximately 24 regular 

sessions and 5 poster sessions during the regular 

programming part of the conference.  Most of them 

were introduced and assisted by individuals from 

our membership in an effort to offer optimum 

facilitation. 

 This year, as one of my final official acts as 

Program Chair, I encouraged the members of CF to 

provide their candid comments and reflections 

regarding our division and its role at the conference.  

The question posed was: How might CF provide a 

better experience for you?  What were the successes 

and disappointments? The feedback was 

overwhelmingly favorable.  One respondent said, 

“The CF leadership knows how to do a conference 

right.  Two other divisions and CF were the only 

ones considerate enough to have an introducer at 

each of the sessions.”  Others commented that they 

attend as many CF sessions as possible, and that 

they often learn much about themselves in the 

process.  Still others observed that our sessions 

were indeed popular, with rooms often being 

overcrowded.  Some of the suggestions involved the 

inclusion of presenter contact information in the 

program for future conventions, the listing of all 

presenters participating in a session, repeating 

popular sessions, providing more elaboration in 

program descriptions to assist attendees in making 

suitable choices, sponsoring extended sessions, and 

requiring presenters to provide at least a page or 

two of notes or summary with their sessions.  These 

suggestions have been passed on to NAGC’s 

Executive Director, as we are not in direct control 

of many of them. We will continue to solicit and 

receive constructive feedback whenever you’d like 

to give it. 

 Plans for the NAGC Conference to be held 

in Minneapolis, Minnesota, November 7-11 are 

underway.  CF is fortunate to have Nora Cohen step 

in as Acting Program Chair.  Nora was one of the 

founding members of our division in the early 

1990s along with other notables Virgil Ward, Harry 

Passow, Hans Jellen, and Michael Piechowski. As 

such she is steeped in the history of our division.  

This year Conceptual Foundations received 45 

proposals, 6 of which were allocated to three other 

Divisions after they were deemed more suitable 

elsewhere.  Another Division later sent one 

additional proposal to us.  Our “Call for Reviewers” 

netted over 25 volunteers and it was difficult to 

know what to do with this luxury of excess.  

Ultimately, many of our choices were based on 

individuals who offered first, or who had not 

reviewed before, along with selecting a few 

experienced reviewers.  However, we sincerely 

want to thank everyone who volunteered, and we 

hope you will want to help do introductions in the 

fall or reviews in the future.  Our 14 reviewers will 

be scrutinizing 40 proposals; each proposal will be 

reviewed 4 times by 4 different reviewers in a blind, 

on-line review process.  The final CF Program will 

be set during the Division Retreat held at the end of 

March.  Division leaders meet in Baltimore with the 

NAGC Executive Program Committee to give our 

recommendations.  The Committee then determines 
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time slots.  The Division leaders, along with its 

reviewers, dedicate many hours to ultimately select 

proposals that are well developed, pertinent to our 

mission, unique, and have the best potential to 

inform our CF members and other NAGC attendees. 

 My final comments are, perhaps, the most 

crucial.  Many of you already know that NAGC is 

interested in making major changes.  Some of them 

have already occurred, as you are aware. These 

changes are reflected in the amended by-laws, 

which were put to a vote in January and February. 

My understanding is that some of the changes had 

to occur in order to have the by-laws/regulations be 

in compliance with legal constraints.  Other 

modifications were made to help streamline the 

organization and to reduce the number of Board 

Members. The reasons behind all of the changes are 

not necessarily clear, even though clarification has 

been sought at different intervals, and will continue 

to be explored. 

 During the last few years, Division leaders, 

including CF representatives Cheryl Ackerman and 

myself, have attended leadership retreats to discuss, 

among other things, the changes that might be made 

to the Divisions that would be productive and 

represent positive growth.  Cheryl had offered to 

extend her efforts by working on such a committee 

during the spring of 2006.  However, sometime 

during the summer we were informed that 7 

Division leaders had been selected to work on a 

“Strawman Proposal” that represented many 

significant changes to the Divisions.  Unfortunately, 

the Division leaders were not instructed/encouraged 

to seek feedback from all of the Divisions.  The 

resulting document “The Strawman Proposal” that 

their 10+ hours of good intentions produced spoke 

of changes which many of the Divisions did not 

embrace and were not prepared to support or 

promote to their members.  Many of the Divisions 

felt that the changes, which consisted of replacing 

the present division structure with Professional 

Learning Communities (PLCs) and Special 

Interest Groups (SIGs), the former in an apparent 

hierarchy over the latter), did not represent their 

thinking and was not in the best interest of their 

divisions.  Certainly, with no feedback solicited 

before completing the document, how could 

complete agreement be the outcome? 

 Nonetheless, at the November conference, 

the Divisions were charged, by NAGC, with the 

responsibility of voting at the Division Leadership 

Meeting after only a brief discussion, which lasted a 

few hours.  The choices regarding  “The Strawman 

Proposal” were: Vote to approve as written, Vote to 

disapprove, and Vote to Approve with 

Modifications.  Most of the Division leaders, 

realizing that change to some degree, was 

inevitable, voted to approve with modifications.  

Several of the leaders, Cheryl Ackerman and myself 

included, volunteered to work on the Policy 

Manual, which would further delineate the details 

and fine-tune the structure.  During the months 

following the fall conference, several Division 

leaders, with whom I am in touch, inquired as to the 

status of the Policy Manual Committee.  It was with 

great surprise and frustration that we found out late 

in February that only 2 Division leaders had been 

chosen by the NAGC Board to help them work on 

the policy changes and the reorganization of the 

Divisions. 

 Where does this leave the Divisions?  It will 

come as no surprise to CF members that I am 

disillusioned by the process that NAGC has 

established for making changes to the Divisions.  I 

am uncomfortable with being put in the position of 

reacting to the changes being established rather than 

helping to constructively format them.  I do not 

view this as a proper shared decision-making 

format.  The question then becomes, Can poor 

process lead to good policy? There is no 

encouraging answer from your CF leadership at this 

time.  I can only pledge that Nora Cohen and I will 

work to construct changes to the CF Division, and 

in fact to all Divisions, that are most consistent with 
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our by-laws and the concomitant intent.  As I 

understand the process, the changes will ultimately 

be advanced for a vote by the general membership 

in the future.  Your CF leaders will keep you 

informed as to the process, and we strongly suggest 

that you retain your ownership over NAGC by 

voting your educated decision when you are offered 

the opportunity.  CF also appreciates your continued 

membership when you renew in the fall. 

 The CF Division is working, as well, on 

other ventures, although reorganization issues 

certainly dominate our time.  One such goal has 

been given the working title of “Gifted Greats”.  CF 

hopes to develop a program to interview the leaders 

in our field – one at a time, and on a yearly basis – 

in a video format, and during an interactive, group 

program session.  Our goal includes providing 

footage of these great leaders and researchers who 

have been pivotal in developing and advancing our 

field.  We wish to remember them in image and 

words for years to come, and to be able to introduce 

them to all new gifted advocates as they enter the 

field.   

 Another offering that CF has given its 

support to this year is a stock-taking session to be 

offered during the regular programming venue.  

This session will bring together past and present 

leaders of CF in order to explore where we have 

been and where we are going within our Division.   

 We hope our CF members will continue to 

stay involved in the workings of our division and 

the greater NAGC (which you may now see referred 

to as OneNAGC.)  I invite you to write to me with 

questions and input at acash@berk.com I pledge to 

bring all of my experience, vision, and strength to 

my position as Chair of the Conceptual Foundations 

Division, but this will also require your assistance, 

support, and wise guidance. I am confident you will 

keep in touch, as you have in the past.   

 

 

 
 

 

Update on Status of NAGC 
Organizational Change 

 
The Bylaws/Regulations were approved with a 90% 

positive response in February. This new structure 

means a new way of assembling committees, task 

forces, and work groups. I encourage you to visit 

the NAGC website (www.nagc.org) for instructions 

on how to volunteer to be a committee member, a 

description of types of committees, and a list of 

these committees. The deadline for applying to be a 

part of these groups is June 29, 2007.  

 

During March the Division leadership met to 

discuss the status of the “Strawman Proposal.” The 

Executive Committee joined the Divisions and 

posed three questions: (1) How might Divisions 

function collectively and systematically?; (2) How 

might the organization enhance membership and 

participation in the Divisions?; and (3) How might 

roles and relationships be better defined within and 

across Divisions? Laura Beltchenko from the Early 

Childhood Division and Catherine Brighton from 

the Research and Evaluation Division have been 

selected to work on the By-laws committee that will 

take the feedback from the meeting and create the 

new organizational structure pertaining to 

Divisions.  

 

In addition, the roles and responsibilities of the 

Division representative on the board were 

discussed. Information regarding this position is 

posted on the NAGC website (www.nagc.org.)  

 

Applications for this elected position are due 

MAY 4th. 
 

I encourage the Conceptual Foundations members 

to read through the position description soon to see 

if they qualify and would like to run for this 

position. 

 

~Erin Morris Miller, Editor 

 

 

mailto:acash@berk.com
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Capitalizing on 

Cognitive Diversity 

Along Interdisciplinary 

Desire Lines 
 

Don Ambrose 

Rider University 
 

Consider an unusual 

metaphor for understanding 

high ability. Imagine that 

giftedness is a large, intriguing, complex mass 

somewhere out on the lawn of a large university. It 

is late evening and the campus is dimly lit. An 

experimental psychologist exits her building, which 

is northeast of the mass, and shines a flashlight on 

the object thereby gaining some understanding of it 

from that perspective. If she is satisfied with that 

unidirectional understanding, she misses many 

important nuances on the other sides of the object. 

Now imagine that a moral philosopher exits his 

building, which is west of the mass, and illuminates 

it from that angle, giving us another view and a 

more complete but still inadequate picture. Still 

other investigators emerge from the sociology 

building, the natural-science complex, the cultural-

anthropology annex, and other locations on campus. 

Each provides another perspective on the giftedness 

mass. All of the investigators share their discoveries 

with one another.  

The Benefits of Cognitive Diversity 

Only a collection of views from all 

directions, plus some deep probing into the mass 

itself, can reveal most of the phenomena of interest. 

Taken together, these differing perspectives and 

approaches to understanding represent the 

productive results of cognitive diversity: a construct 

articulated by Page (2007), a complexity theorist-

political scientist-economist who has synthesized 

much interdisciplinary research and theory on 

complex, collaborative problem solving. Cognitive 

diversity exists if a group encompasses diverse 

perspectives or interpretations, diverse heuristics, 

and diverse predictive models. Diverse perspectives 

or interpretations correspond to varied ways of 

viewing, representing, categorizing, or framing 

problems or issues. Diverse heuristics imply varied 

methods of problem solving. Diverse predictive 

models represent varied ways of inferring cause and 

effect.  

Page analyzed the problem-solving 

capacities of groups engaged in various endeavors 

ranging from the work of interdisciplinary teams, to 

the dynamics of organizations, markets, and 

democratic processes at the national level. His 

findings indicated that cognitive diversity is at least 

as important as intelligence for dealing with 

complex, multidimensional issues. A cognitively 

diverse team, undistinguished in terms of measured 

intelligence, is likely to be as effective as, or even 

superior to, a team of gifted but like-minded people. 

Of course a team combining intellectual power with 

cognitive diversity will be stronger yet. These 

insights apply only to the study and solution of 

complex problems. Cognitive diversity can be 

ineffective or even counterproductive when dealing 

with simple problems requiring algorithmic 

approaches.  

Cognitive Diversity in Gifted Education and 

Interdisciplinary Inquiry 

Given the complexity of high ability, even if 

the experimental psychologist on the northeast side 

of the nebulous, giftedness object is a MacArthur 

genius, or even the most intelligent investigator on 

earth, her findings about giftedness from a solitary, 

disciplinary perspective will be inadequate in 

comparison with the insights provided by the team 

of investigators who collectively viewed the mass 

from all angles. The same problem would exist if a 

team of exceptionally bright but like-minded 

investigators from a single discipline scrutinized the 

mass from the same northeastern angle, missing the 

other perspectives. They would gain brilliant, 
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probing insights about one side only and lack the 

big picture.  

The importance of cognitive diversity 

magnifies the value of interdisciplinary work. In 

Page's (2007) words,  

[Findings about the efficacy of cognitive 

diversity] can and should be read as 

supportive of interdisciplinary research. 

People with different disciplinary training 

naturally bring diverse understandings and 

tools to problems. That diversity of tools can 

lead to breakthroughs that would not occur, or 

would occur more slowly without 

interdisciplinary research. (p. 16) 

Applying these insights to our field illuminates the 

importance of interdisciplinary investigations of 

giftedness, creativity, and talent development. 

Studying giftedness from the viewpoint of a single 

discipline or field is analogous to viewing the mass 

on the imaginary campus green from only one 

direction. High ability is very complex and 

multidimensional so, according to Page's findings, 

its investigation requires much cognitive diversity.  

Garber (2001), a scholar of English Studies, 

also recognized that some of the most unyielding, 

complex problems transcend disciplinary 

boundaries and require multiple interpretations from 

multiple levels of analysis. Consequently, she 

employed the architectural metaphor of desire lines 

to grapple with the difficulties that attend 

interdisciplinary work. Desire lines are the 

footpaths that emerge in the well-trod grass on the 

lawn between buildings in a multi-building complex 

such as a university campus. Facilities planners use 

these emerging paths as guidance for decisions 

about where to put permanent sidewalks. In 

Garber's metaphor, the university is the sum of 

academic knowledge; the individual buildings on 

the campus are the separate academic disciplines; 

and the intersections on the desire lines in the grass 

are promising points of contact for interdisciplinary 

collaboration on difficult, complex problems of 

common interest.   

A group of investigators from a single 

discipline or field studying a complex phenomenon, 

such as scholars of gifted education studying the 

nature of high ability, will produce some varied 

insights but these will be confined by the 

specialized inquiry tools and epistemological 

conventions employed in the particular building that 

houses them on Garber's imaginary campus. Ours is 

the small but vibrant gifted-education building that 

sits in the shadows among larger structures such as 

the stark, metal-sheathed psychology building, the 

ostentatious, modernist business school, and the 

stuffy, old, vine-covered, stone philosophy building 

decorated with ontological gargoyles.  

We benefit from some unity within the walls 

of our building but suffer from some parochialism, 

which foments a distinct lack of broad vision. We 

have more cognitive diversity than most fields 

because our small building houses empirical 

psychologists, counseling psychologists, curriculum 

theorists, and subject-matter specialists, among 

others. We even include the odd importer of 

philosophical constructs such as postmodernism 

applied to curriculum theory (Piirto, 1999), tenets of 

moral philosophy e.g., Ambrose, 2003; White, 

2003) and phenomenological inquiry methods (e.g., 

Cross, Stewart, & Coleman, 2003; Schultz, 2002). 

Table 1 illustrates some other ways in which our 

field encourages cognitive diversity in its inquiry 

processes.  

Although we have this cognitive diversity 

we need even more because the phenomenon of 

giftedness is so complex that it is one of the most 

intricate, multifarious phenomena under 

investigation in Garber's metaphorical university. 

Employing one of the insights from Table 1, broad, 

interdisciplinary searches for theories and research 

findings relevant to high ability at multiple levels of 

analysis are required to ensure that we include 

constructs revealing (a) the nuances of broad, 

sociopolitical, economic, and cultural influences on 

bright children; (b) the structure and dynamics of 

brain subsystems and neural networks, (c) genetic 

influences on intelligence, and even (d) possibilities 

that quantum paradoxes at the subatomic level 

could influence dynamics in microstructures of the 

brain (Ambrose, 2005).



 

 
Table 1. Signs of cognitive diversity in the field of gifted education 

 

Element of 

cognitive 

diversity 

Cognitive 

diversity in 

gifted education 

Specific examples of cognitively diverse 

initiatives in the field 

Diverse 

perspectives or 

interpretations: 

ways of 

viewing, 

representing, 

categorizing, or 

framing 

problems or 

issues 

Employing 

diverse macro-

perspectives 

- The influences of root-metaphorical world 

views, which portray reality as: mechanistic 

(machine-like), organismic (holistic, integrated 

systemic), contextualist (unpredictably context 

sensitive), or formist (patterns of similarity) 

(Ambrose, 1996, 1998a, 1998b, 2000; Cohen 

& Ambrose, 1993).  

Employing 

diverse levels of 

analysis 

- Biological, operational (computational), 

intentional, and activity levels (Dai, 2005).   

- Broad contextual, immediate contextual, 

individual, organic systems, cellular, 

molecular/atomic, subatomic levels (Ambrose, 

2005).   

Diverse 

heuristics: 

ways of 

attacking 

problem 

solving 

Embracing 

diverse research 

paradigms and 

methodologies 

- Positivist and postpositivist paradigms (Borland, 

1990).   

- Empirical-analytical, interpretive, and 

transformative modes of inquiry (Coleman, 

Sanders, & Cross, 1997).   

Diverse 

predictive 

models: ways 

of inferring 

cause and 

effect 

Considering 

diverse theories 

and conceptual 

models 

- Talent-development theories and models (e.g., 

Feldhusen, 1998; Gagné, 1985, 1993; Moon, 

2003; Piirto, 1995; Renzulli, 1977, 1986, 

1994).  

- Multidimensional, systemic, context-sensitive 

theories of creativity or intelligence (e.g., 

Gardner, 1983, 1999; Simonton, 1984, 1994, 

1999; Sternberg, 1988, 1997, 2005).  

 

Astonishingly, even this wide-ranging list of 

relevant realms of inquiry may be insufficient. Only 

broad, interdisciplinary searches can provide the 

cognitive diversity needed to encompass these 

dimensions of high ability along with others we 

have not yet considered. The scope of the search for 

relevant theories and research findings must be 

extremely broad, approximating or even going 

beyond a recent exploration of creative intelligence 

encompassing 87 theories and research findings 

from 26 academic fields (see Ambrose, in press). 

This exploration revealed the surprising extent to 

which constructs from very diverse fields can apply 

to high ability. In one example derived from this 

collection, contextual cognitive scientists (e.g., 

Descombes, 2001; Wang, 1995) can make us think 

twice about our entrapment within 

psychophysiological parallelism, which is the 

portrayal of cognition as strictly derived from 

inside-the-cranium electrochemical processes. 

Instead, contextual cognitive scientists highlight 

ways in which cognition derives largely from 

interaction with others and with the larger historical 

and cultural context, making the mind context-

embedded and constructed instead of constructed 

solely from hard wiring inside the skull of an 

atomistic individual. 

In a more developed example, borrowing 

one of the 87 insights from the collection can 

generate the following scenario. If Larry Coleman 

and Tracy Cross walked out of the gifted education 

building and bumped into ethical philosopher Gail 
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Presbey on a desire-line intersection on the 

metaphorical campus green, they could collaborate 

in the synthesis of their continuum of visibility 

(Coleman & Cross, 1988, 2005) with the 

philosophical continuum of consent (Presbey, 

1997). Borrowing constructs from the eminent 

philosopher Hannah Arendt, Presbey argued that 

power relationships in families, communities, and 

nations range on a five-level continuum. Level one 

generates the most freedom and self-actualization 

for individuals while level five generates the most 

pernicious and confining conditions. The following 

are brief descriptions of the five levels of the 

continuum: 

1. Free consent. Decision-making processes 

are guided by informed reason and 

argument. All participants enjoy access to 

accurate information and all sides are 

heard.  

2. Strategy and manipulation. Power seekers 

tend to play on the emotions of others to 

win consent. Indoctrination becomes more 

prevalent while open communication and 

consideration of multiple perspectives 

diminish considerably.  

3. Propaganda and lies. Power seekers use 

misinformation to mislead and to win 

consent. Their followers are deceived into 

believing that they have freedom but their 

freedom actually is constrained 

significantly.  

4. Coercion and threats of violence. Leaders 

threaten economic sanctions, 

imprisonment, torture, and even death to 

establish compliance.  

5. Physical constraint and violence. Leaders 

actually use considerable force (e.g., 

beatings; torture; indefinite, lengthy 

imprisonment; murder) to impose their will 

on a population.  

Coleman, Cross, and Presbey could combine 

this continuum of consent with the continuum of 

visibility, which portrays gifted children as 

behaving in ways that (a) maximize their visibility 

to others, or (b) enable them to become less visible 

by blending in among their peers, or (c) become 

even more invisible by disidentifying with 

giftedness. The interdisciplinary innovation here 

would be application of the continuum of visibility 

to the work of adult expert professionals in various 

sociopolitical contexts. For example, the synthesis 

of the two continua could lead to predictions about 

the behavior of gifted, expert professional scientists 

and writers. These expert professionals likely would 

be inclined to maximize their visibility, celebrating 

their giftedness in a society at level one of the 

continuum of consent. The informed reason and a 

level playing field for professional discourse in such 

a society, absent the manipulation, propaganda, 

coercion, and violence, would pose little threat to 

their professional and personal lives. On the other 

hand, scientists and writers who live under the 

thumb of regimes based on manipulation, coercion, 

and violence likely would be more inclined to hide 

their abilities, approximating the disidentification of 

some gifted children, because intellectuals in 

totalitarian regimes are targeted for persecution and 

even extermination. For example, only an estimated 

300 of 380,000 intellectuals and artists survived the 

Cambodian Pol Pot regime (Jacobson, 1997). In 

systems somewhere between vibrant democracy and 

totalitarianism, scholars can face career-threatening 

suppression instead of life-threatening violence. For 

example, many scientists who have disagreed with 

the Bush administration's ideological 

reinterpretations of science, which often support 

corporate policies at the expense of scientific truth, 

have been marginalized when their findings and 

theories have run counter to the administration's 

policies on stem cell research, global warming, or 

the acceptable levels of environmental toxins 

(Herrera, 2004). Overall, the influences of 

sociopolitical contexts on adult expert professionals 

may approximate the influences of democratic or 

autocratic classroom environments on bright 

children.  

In short, one key to gaining the benefits of 

cognitive diversity in our field is to vigorously 

search for inspiration from interdisciplinary sources. 

We can find this inspiration by looking for 

interdisciplinary intersections in the desire lines on 

Garber's imaginary campus. The best way to find 
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these intersections is to consider driving questions 

that diverse scholars are likely to follow out of their 

parochial disciplinary buildings onto the 

interdisciplinary lawn. For example, one such 

promising question is "Why do some gifted people 

engage in altruistic acts that entail personal sacrifice 

or danger while others do not? This question can 

entice ethical philosophers, evolutionary biologists, 

cultural anthropologists, political theorists, and 

educators of the gifted to meet out on the 

interdisciplinary lawn to share, argue, and 

synthesize ideas. Another promising 

interdisciplinary question is "How does exceptional 

leadership emerge in our cultures." This question 

can draw scholars of indigenous studies, 

organizational development, feminist theory, 

sociology, and gifted education out onto meeting 

places on Garber's lawn. Until we strengthen our 

interdisciplinary exploration and collaboration, we 

will be confined by limited perspectives on the 

complex phenomena of high ability.  
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Seeing and Seeing 

As: The 

Challenges in the 

Identification of 

Gifted Children 

 

 

 

 
You can think of it in this way, or in that way, then you see it 

now this way, now that. How?  

You can think now of this, now of that, as you look at it, look 

at it now as this, now as that, and then you will see it now this 

way, now that way. What way? There is no further 

qualification (Wittgenstein, 1992, 13). 
 

Introduction 

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s work and life present 

a fascinating study. Born in 1889 into one of the 

wealthiest families in Europe, Wittgenstein gave his 

fortune away as a young adult. He worked as an 

architect, elementary school teacher, engineer, and 

was a solider in World War 1. While in an 

internment camp he wrote the famous Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus, which was allowed to serve 

as his doctorial thesis (Monk, 1991; 2005). 

Wittgenstein worked at Cambridge as a philosophy 

professor, and died in 1951 from complications of 

prostate cancer. The work of one of the foremost 

philosophers of the 20th century would, at first 

glance, appear to have little connection with 

contemporary gifted education. In certain ways this 

is true. Yet, Wittgenstein’s approach to philosophy 

is unique and it is this approach - coupled with his 

critical distinctions between seeing and seeing as - 

that is relevant to the field of gifted education. 

Wittgenstein’s constructs can assist the field in 

clarifying its foundational premises in light of the 

challenges of identifying gifted children. 

 The philosophical foundations of gifted 

education are not well articulated. Historically, the 

“presence” of the gifted child was supported 

through the work of Terman (1925) and 

Hollingworth (1929). To be sure, this work is 

invaluable, providing as it did evidence of an 

exceptionality that was the result of innate factors 

and acculturation. The result of this initial work in 

the classification of gifted children has led toward 

important questions and methodological responses 

regarding how these exceptional children may be 

supported within the schools and other settings 

(Renzulli, 2003; Borland, 2005; Callahan & Miller, 

2005; Kaplan, 2005; Passow & Frasier, 1996; Reis 

& Small, 2005; Sternberg, 2003; Tomlinson, 2003; 

VanTassel-Baska & Brown, 2005; Ward, 1980). 

The pragmatic importance of this work must not be 

overlooked. It is also the case that in many instances 

the criteria that serve as a foundation for 

identification were initially created outside the 

contexts of schools. This conflicts with the present 

sorts of identification assessments used insofar as 

they are not necessarily based upon the same sorts 

of tools used by the founders of the field of gifted 

education. The greater majority of individuals who 

initially identify possibly gifted students (or not) 

use their intuitive sense (observation) of what 

constitutes a gifted child. To be sure, in many 

instances these intuitions are correct. In other 

instances, however, one’s intuition may be incorrect 

or one simply may not see qualities/manifestations 

in a precocious child. It is in these instances that 

Wittgenstein’s work can serve as an interpretive 

ground. 

Seeing and Seeing As: A Short Primer 

Modern constructivism teaches that what we 

perceive is based upon what we have already 

conceived. Our previous experiences and 

intellectual organization of these experiences into 

distinct and interrelated concepts deeply affect what 

and how we see the world. This is no longer a 

“new” discovery. Yet, Wittgenstein’s distinction 

between seeing and seeing as is a more subtle way 

of considering how this idea impacts the potential 

identification of a gifted child. The difference 

between these two concepts is not distinct (nor 

could it be). That is, one may see an object (a tree), 

and one may see the object as a particular entity (an 

oak tree). For our purposes the substantial 

difference between the two regards specificity and 

upon what sort of ground the instance is based. A 
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famous example that Wittgenstein used was the 

Duck Rabbit. The central point of the Duck-Rabbit 

example has been demonstrated in a variety of ways 

(O’Regan, 1994; O’Regan & Noe, 2000, Zeman, 

2004). Of interest is how the philosopher 

Wittgenstein thought through this concept in such a 

way to make his considerations meaningful for 

gifted education practice. 

 Take a moment and look at the picture 

below:1 

 
 In order to get a sense of the distinction 

between seeing and seeing as, consider that it is 

impossible to see the duck-rabbit. One can either 

see the picture as a rabbit, or the picture as a duck. 

To be sure, one’s locus of attention may move back 

and forth (‘now a duck, now a rabbit’), but even our 

conceptual awareness is no match for the complex 

perceptive act at hand. Looked at differently, we 

can assume that each of us knows the concept of 

duck, and knows the concept of rabbit 

(Wittgenstein, 1990, 70-71). Yet, even though we 

can imagine the duck-rabbit, we cannot see it as 

such. Philosophically, this is important for a number 

of reasons. First, this example shows our reliance 

upon previously held conceptions. These 

conceptions are central to how we perceive the 

world. Second, our conceptions pre-figure what we 

perceive. While this in no way limits what we can 

perceive, it certainly limits the initial connections 

between our previous knowledge and that which is 

seen. Direct instruction is thus sometimes necessary 

 
1 Jastrow used this figure and others like it to point out that 

perception is far more complex than simply perceiving a stimulus out 

in the world. See: Jastrow, J. (1899). The mind's eye. Popular 

Science Monthly, 54, 299-312. Jastrow, J. (1900). Fact and fable in 

psychology. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 

to introduce us to those aspects to which we may be 

blind. Third, one way of considering the central idea 

within the duck-rabbit is that it is a matter of 

representation. That is, how we see is not only 

based upon the visual stimuli transmitted from the 

optical nerve to various areas of the brain, but also 

how this visual stimuli is coupled with other non-

visual memories (i.e., feelings, smells, sounds, and 

other subtle muscular/bodily responses). The 

coupling of the sights/sounds/feelings/bodily 

responses provides the contexts in which we see 

others (Berube, 1996, xii).   

It is not at all clear, however, if we ever only 

see. Upon reflection, such a state would be limiting. 

Imagine seeing a parent. This assumes that the 

parental figure is constructed of a history of shared 

experiences, fulfilled (and unfulfilled) hopes, and 

desires (“I wanted a horse for my eighth birthday, 

and dad would not let me have one”). One, instead, 

would see this individual as “my parent” or “John’s 

parent.” These understandings develop over time, 

through a variety of experiences that refine one’s 

understanding of the concept of parent. That which 

was seen as will serve as a point of departure for 

further refinement of one’s conceptual 

understanding of a specific phenomenon as the 

initial perceptual act is assimilated into one’s 

previous conceptual framework (John’s parent). For 

the purposes of this paper, the critical distinction 

between seeing and seeing as has to do with the 

identification of gifted children.  

The constructs of seeing and seeing as are 

central to the act of identifying gifted children 

insofar as those most responsible for initial 

identification may not have the sensitivity, either 

natural or developed, to know what to look for (how 

to see a child as possibly gifted). For a gifted child 

to be identified by a classroom teacher, the 

classroom teacher must already possess a clear view 

of what giftedness “is.” This view of giftedness 

must pre-figure the work of the child in the class. 

For instance, if a child has numerous teacher-
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pleasing behaviors, and is a high achiever, these are 

recognized as such because the teacher is aware of 

the teacher-pleasing behaviors and evidence of what 

constitutes high achievement. Some of these 

behaviors may be indicative of what is described in 

a particular model of gifted education. This issue 

illustrates, a) the limits of how particular models of 

gifted education view giftedness, b) how the 

training within an individual model limits the 

children who are identified as gifted (as well the 

limitations in particular resources and pedagogical 

approaches of teachers and administrators), and c) 

why the identification of giftedness must focus on 

student needs rather than student fit for a particular 

model.  

An Extension 

Gifted children must be identified as gifted 

before they may receive services within public 

schools. Identification is tricky, however. The initial 

identification is based upon behaviors that students 

must “transmit” through limited sorts of curricular 

opportunities. If the teacher does not recognize – is 

unable to see as – particular manifestations as 

exemplifications of potential giftedness, the 

likelihood is increased that the child will not be 

identified or receive services. Put differently, the 

danger of misidentification (nonidentification) is 

exacerbated because those particular manifestations 

and exemplifications that constitute a teacher’s view 

of giftedness must pre-figure the manifestations or 

exemplifications of the child. The difference 

between the child who cannot stop doodling on his 

or her paper and is off task (the child is seen as 

distracted or not-motivated), and the child who 

cannot stop doodling on his or her paper, and is 

seen as a creative thinker (a trait of giftedness) is 

large. To be sure, a variety of contextual factors 

need to be considered in light of the previous 

example. But, these contextual factors are indicative 

of what individual teachers see and these visions are 

created through personal beliefs as modified 

through work in the schools. Thus, those who care 

deeply about ensuring that the individual needs of 

all children are met must also take seriously factors 

such as individual traits and the legitimating of 

these traits in schoolwork, and school resources 

affect that which precedes these needs being met. If 

we cannot see these traits because of the school or 

model structure, then there seems little opportunity 

for the accurate identification of gifted children. 

Wittgenstein is correct when he writes, “How could 

I recognize a facial expression if I didn’t know it 

was an expression?….How could I see sadness, 

gravity, cruelty in the face without knowing that?” 

(Wittgenstein, 1990, 98) If models of gifted 

education and regular classroom methods are 

limiting in opportunities for work, then the 

identification of gifted children is in jeopardy and 

the ability for students to receive services is greatly 

diminished.  

A teacher may misidentify (not identify) a 

potentially gifted child for a number of reasons. For 

instance, a lack of awareness, ideological 

differences with regard to the importance of gifted 

practices, a particular model’s limitations in terms 

of how the model defines giftedness, and/or a 

variety of other aspects. Regardless of why or how a 

child is not seen as, the school-wide resources also 

pose a severe limitation on the sorts of 

exemplifications that may be demonstrated (i.e., if 

there are few resources for art, the likelihood of this 

being offered as an opportunity where the child 

could be seen as a gifted artist is significantly less). 

Teacher beliefs are formed in large part through 

teacher training and school district mandates (Joyce 

& Showers, 2002; Schroth & Helfer, 2006). 

Teachers, unfortunately, receive little or no training 

regarding how to identify or serve gifted learners, 

especially when those gifted learners exhibit traits 

that are not those that align with preconceived 

notions of high achievement (Ford, 1998; Schroth, 

2007; Tomlinson, Gould, Schroth & Jarvis, in 

press). What training is received is likely to have 

been so haphazard, and so derived from conflicting 

program models, that many teachers are unlikely to 

see gifted students’ behaviors for what they are 

(Schroth, 2007; Schroth & Helfer, in press). 

So too, lack of awareness coupled with 

ideological differences in respect to meeting the 

needs of a gifted child can affect how gifted 

children are represented. Certain proponents of 

gifted education maintain that, “our most gifted and 
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talented students are one group that has been 

negatively affected by the educational status quo, 

with its lack of challenge and low expectations” 

(Gallagher, Coleman & Nelson, 1995, p. 66). The 

continued attempts to focus on a more inclusive 

definition of “gifted” amounts to a “conspiracy of 

silence” that has vitiated gifted education—in the 

end there is nothing wrong with an “all-or-nothing 

approach” where decisions are made as a result of 

rigidly defined cut-offs (Gallagher, 2000, pp. 2-7). 

Many attempts to assist teachers to consider diverse 

students’ talents have only served to reinforce 

teachers’ preconceived notions that gifted students 

are those who engage in teacher-pleasing behaviors 

and who are academically superior to their peers 

(Schroth, 2007; Schroth & Helfer, in press). 

Developing all students’ talents should be a part of 

every school district’s mission and mandate. 

Attempts to improve teachers’ abilities to see as 

gifted those students who demonstrate academic 

talents and behaviors superior to their age peers 

should be encouraged. Any views to the contrary 

should be dismissed as the uninformed attempts to 

deny services to children.  

A Suggestion 

Supporting the identification of gifted 

children requires at minimum increasing the 

sensitivity of teachers who initially identify typical 

gifted behaviors. Similar to initiating a child into 

the wonders of visual art, one may wish to provide 

exemplars (student work, video recordings in which 

students are engaged in differing sorts of practices) 

in which teachers and administrators may deepen 

their “aesthetic sensitivities” towards the variety of 

behaviors and exemplifications of the gifted child.  

The general education curriculum is designed for 

the general education student. A paradox exists 

whereby gifted students must be seen as gifted 

through tasks, experiences, routines, and 

assessments designed for less able students. The 

child who can show mastery might be an 

overachieving child as opposed to a gifted child. 

Further, these children will only be recognized as 

“potentially gifted” if a teacher is conversant in a 

range of opportunities that would allow the child to 

show his or her abilities. Thus, teachers must see 

how the general curriculum can provide the child 

opportunities to use content to show potential 

giftedness.  

It is essential that the classroom teacher is 

aware of how traits of giftedness may be manifest 

through the general curriculum. This means that the 

teacher must be able to see the manifestations as 

traits of giftedness as opposed to teacher-pleasing 

behaviors or off task behaviors. For example, a 

student who sees alternate solutions to a 

mathematical problem may displease a teacher 

looking for regurgitation of what he or she 

provided. This may also indicate mathematical 

precocity, especially if the student alludes to 

principles and concepts that have yet to be 

introduced. While this seems obvious and the 

child’s precocity may be recognized as a result of 

training in gifted education models and traits 

evidenced in gifted children; this sort of behavior is 

easier to see, but more difficult to see as due to the 

nature of the work that occurs in a regular 

classroom. Moreover, the gifted student within an 

artistic domain also helps to demonstrate the 

complexity of the seeing and seeing as distinction. 

For those children who may be gifted in the fine 

arts, the sorts of experiences provided within 

curricula and curricular models most certainly are 

limited due to the precarious position of fine arts in 

schools. The student in the fine arts is almost 

wholly dependent upon the recognition of his/her 

giftedness by a fine arts teacher. The paucity of 

research in this area, not to mention the issues 

inherent in talent identification and development 

provide a frame from which to consider how 

important it is that the classroom teacher have a 

deep sense of the traits and representations 

indicative of giftedness as giftedness in contrast to 
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those manifestations that are representative of the 

high achieving child (who should be seen as such).   

 Another way of thinking about the subtlety 

of this distinction is to liken the child’s work to a 

canvas in which the light sketches of an artist’s 

pencil create an outline for the eventual painting. 

These sketches must be considered and critiqued in 

light of definitions and exemplifications of 

giftedness. These sketches must serve as data from 

which teachers begin to sense the variety and range 

of gifted behaviors and traits. This will only occur if 

the general curriculum is scoured for additional 

entry points based upon agreed traits of giftedness. 

In order to assure that as many gifted children are 

identified as possible, the opportunities for this 

identification must be placed in the curriculum from 

its inception. The sorts of experiences provided to 

children must include opportunities for the gifted 

child to show his or her precociousness in ways that 

are indeed gifted, as opposed to simply “hard 

work.” If this does not occur due to the limited 

nature of many of the present day elementary 

schools curriculum that leave so many facets of 

experience outside the work of the schools, 

identification may become more of a coincidence 

than a rigorous and targeted practice.    

Conclusion  

 Wittgenstein’s work is exceptionally 

complex. His explanation of the constructs of seeing 

and seeing as is only one portion of his output. So 

too, one is always vulnerable to misinterpretation 

when only a select portion of a thinker’s work is 

applied to a specific phenomenon. Yet, the concepts 

of seeing and seeing as are ordinary, and thus affect 

the work of people in all areas of life. (Consider the 

differences in vision between an art historian and a 

novice when looking at a Picasso, or how an 

architect and CEO view a skyscraper). It is 

imperative that teachers, often the “first line” of 

identification for gifted children, are conversant 

with and sensitive towards the multitude of 

manifestations and exemplifications that may 

constitute giftedness. Only then will the variety of 

specific diagnostics used for further identification 

be inclusive of the varieties of giftedness the 

children in our schools possess.  
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Book Review Section 
 

Expanding Visions of Creative 

Intelligence: An Interdisciplinary 

Exploration 
 

By Don Ambrose 

Reviewed by LeoNora Cohen 

 

Don Ambrose had the courage to undertake 

a daunting task, a “broad search for interdisciplinary 

insights [that] could stimulate development of fields 

concerned with creative intelligence.” The breadth 

of his search for connections to the field of gifted 

education across disciplines was a huge enterprise, 

and this book is the fruit of over 15 years of thought 

and writing. This project pulled from his previous 

works, putting together many of his creative ideas 

into a coherent framework to “expand the fields of 

creative intelligence before consolidating them.” 

Ambrose believes that the foundations of these 

fields are still unsettled.  

The book opens with a rationale for this 

immense project.  Ambrose recognized that the 

breadth of the book limited each insight to brief 

treatment and that he might have misinterpreted 

borrowed constructs from different domains, since a 

“scholar cannot master so many fields 

simultaneously.” In the first chapter, in a unique 

visual metaphoric creation that expands on several 

of his earlier images, Ambrose offers a three-

dimensional conceptual frameworks model showing 

interdisciplinary, philosophical, and telescoping 

continua and sectors for the location of insights or 

luminous elements.   

Ambrose searched for these “luminous 

elements” that shed light and truth, from fields such 

as Anthropology, Cognitive Science, Complexity 

Theory, Ecology, Economics, Evolutionary 

Biology, Feminist Theory, History, Indigenous 

Studies, Journalism, Linguistics, Management, 

Neuroscience, Organizational Behavior, 

Philosophy, History and Philosophy of Science, 

Political Science, Psychology, Sociology, 

Theoretical Physics, and others, in addition to fields 

of traditional focus, Education and Creativity. He 

wove his insights from these fields throughout 

chapters two through nine, with the following 

headings: 2) Societies and Belief Systems; 3) 

Power, Domination, and Governance; 4) Large-

Scale Thought Frameworks; 5) Economics, 

Organizations, and Leadership; 6) Morality and 

Ethics; 7) Science, Philosophy of Science, and 

Investigating the World; 8) Mind and Cognition; 

and 9) Big Problems and Huge Opportunities. 

In these chapters Ambrose highlighted 87 

luminous elements. Each chapter starts with a list of 

the luminous elements within it. Each of these 

insights is first illuminated with a quote by a 

notable author, then explained briefly, cross 

referenced by creative association to other 

disciplines or insights, and connected with high 

ability. For example, in Chapter 2, Societies and 

Belief Systems, one such luminous element is: 

Inconspicuous indigenous leadership. “The 

inconspicuous, supportive, and non-manipulative 

behaviors of leaders of indigenous cultures reveal 

some effective methods that contrast with prevailing 

leadership behaviors in Western cultures.” 

Connecting this insight to high ability, Ambrose 

suggests that intellectual humility and strong 
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leadership, both tenets of indigenous cultures, 

should be emphasized in education of the gifted.  

One idea that struck me is that some of the 

"luminous elements" Ambrose described are not 

really light-giving or beautiful, although they may 

be truthful. They are more like anti-luminous 

elements, perhaps black holes or dark matter, which 

suck in everything in their environs and let nothing 

escape! For example, in Chapter 3: Power, 

Domination, and Governance, luminous element 3.6 

is “Cancerous capitalism and the media as 

ideological hostage.” Ambrose states, “Cancer 

spreads by deceiving the immune system, making it 

seem like all is well. The same dynamic may be 

occurring globally as an extreme form of runaway 

capitalism deceives the media - the global 

sociopolitical immune system - into ignoring its 

harmful effects.” This seems truthful but bleak, not 

luminous to me! 

In his final chapter, Ambrose searched for 

themes across these elements from diverse 

disciplines, returning to his model from Chapter 1. 

He recognized the conflict and power abuse themes, 

yet in all the darkness, he saw the potential for 

creative behavior. He listed an additional 16 

luminous elements that he did not examine in depth 

(I would have liked him include a chapter on the 

arts, for example), but what he did accomplish is 

breath-taking! 

Don Ambrose has laid the groundwork for 

some really rich collaborative thinking, especially 

in critical communities that might be found in our 

Conceptual Foundations Division or other scholarly 

groups. I hope that NAGC will continue to provide 

us opportunities to work on these endeavors. I hope 

Ambrose takes leadership to encourage 

collaboration with others to look more deeply at 

fields outside our own. We have a roadmap now, to 

begin this task.   

Like some of the “Giants” who have 

idiosyncratic knowledge of their own fields and 

seem to grasp the central notions of quite disparate 

fields --see, for example, Bringuier’s (1980) 

discussion of Piaget and Einstein’s central 

understanding of each others’ fields--Ambrose, 

although recognizing his limitations in fields far 

from his own, grasps the essential truths of these 

domains. Don Ambrose is a Renaissance man, 

remarkable in this time period of increasing 

specialization, a person who has mined the depths 

of multiple fields to make relationships among and 

between them. This book is a “must-read” for 

Conceptual Foundation Division members and 

scholars in our field.  

 

Don Ambrose(in press). Expanding Visions of 

Creative Intelligence: An Interdisciplinary 

Exploration. Hampton Press. 

 

 

 
Conceptual Foundations Division 

Business Meeting Summary 
NAGC 2006, Charlotte, N.C. 

Friday Nov. 3, 12:30-1:30 P.M. 
 
Abbey Cash, the new division chair, welcomed 

all.  Membership: The current membership of 

this division is in the range of 127 to 130 

members.  This is a slight increase from last 

year’s reported figure of 126.  Financial Report: 

The current balance of funds available to the CF 

division is approximately $3881.83  Submissions 

and Reviews: Fifty-two proposals were 

submitted for this year’s conference; there were 

thirteen reviewers.  The division was guaranteed 

21 slots, but ultimately had 24 regular sessions 

and five poster sessions.  Proposed Pre-

Conference Institute for next year: This year’s 

Pre-Conference Institute was conducted by the  

 

 

Global Awareness and Counseling and Guidance 

divisions in conjunction with the Conceptual 



                    CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS NEWSLETTER              Spring 2007 

 
 

20 

Foundations division.  The subject was 

Dabrowski’s theory.  About 80 people attended.  

Ideas for other topics for a Pre-Conference 

Institute for next year are welcomed.  

Publications:  Don Ambrose, the current editor 

of the Roeper Review, extended an invitation for 

ideas for special issues of the journal.  

Newsletter Report: Margaret Leigh is stepping 

down from the position of newsletter editor but 

will be assisting in the production of the 

newsletter.  Erin Miller will become the new 

editor.  Parting Remarks:  Abbey thanked 

Cheryl on behalf of the members of the division 

for her work as chair.      

 

~ Sherry Bovey, Acting Secretary 
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