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The impact of living in a rural area on the social and emotional development of gifted children in Australia.

Introduction:

Despite the fact that around 30 percent of all Australians live in rural areas as yet the effect of living in rural areas on gifted students has not been fully explored within the Australian context. This literature review will discuss the question of what the impact of living in a rural area is on the social and emotional development of gifted children in Australia. Giftedness and rurality will be defined and then several relevant intra-personal dimensions will be defined and discussed. The remainder of the paper will discusses emotional adjustment and giftedness and influences on social and emotional development in gifted children firstly in general and then specifically gifted children living in rural areas. Gaps in the research will be identified as appropriate throughout the paper. 

Definition of Giftedness:

There have been numerous conceptions and definitions of giftedness and related terms put forth over the years. I will discuss three of them here, namely: ‘High IQ’ view of giftedness, Gagne’s differentiated model of giftedness and talent and giftedness as asynchronous development, each of which has a contribution to make.

· ‘High IQ’ view of giftedness.

This definition equates giftedness with high intelligence. Intelligence is thought to be a global, stable and unchangeable trait termed ‘general intelligence’ or g. This is one of the longest standing definitions of giftedness. In this definition g is identified by a psychometric test, with the most reliable psychometric test considered to be the intelligence test which yields a figure called an ‘intelligence quotient’ (IQ). The gifted comprise the top 3 to 5% of the population if one takes a conservative stance or up to 15 to 20% if one takes a more liberal position (Porter 1999). Part of this model includes the distinction between various levels of giftedness. The first common subgroup is composed of individuals from the very high end of the IQ distribution, those whose intellectual giftedness is labelled as exceptional, extreme, very high, profound and so on. This includes children whose IQs exceed the mean by +4 or +5 standard deviations. Hollingsworth in 1942 defined exceptionally gifted children as those with IQs of 180 or more (Gagne 1998); Gross (1993) defined exceptionally gifted children as those who scored in the 160-179 range, with the term profoundly gifted referring to those very rare individuals scoring at or above 180. The second common subgroup is those labelled highly gifted. In this case the cutoff scores usually range from 140 to 150. Highly gifted children of IQ 145 are considered to be approximately 1 in 1 000. The final commonly used label is moderately gifted. In most cases a threshold of around 130 is used. Moderately gifted children occur in the population at the ratio of approximately 1 in 20 (Gagne 1998). A common criticism of the high IQ definition is that it is an inadequate measure of giftedness, ignoring or under-identifying talents in fields other than academic, reducing human abilities to intellectual ones, with IQ tests only reflecting a small portion of the many capabilities of the human mind and aptitude domains (Gagne 1993; Tolan 1992; Renzulli 1990). This definition is considered to ignore or under-identify processing skills other than analysis, and to ignore or under-identify metacognitive skills and creativity (Porter 1999). It is also believed to ignore or under-identify children from minority cultures or disadvantaged backgrounds (Porter 1999; Tolan 1992). This is potentially relevant in the rural and remote context. Another fundamental criticism of IQ tests is their relative inability to predict which children will become talented adults, ignoring or under-identifying the dynamic nature of human development (Porter 1999). An IQ score is often treated as an absolute, as an unchangeable dimension of a person, like eye colour, rather than as a score on a test that may reflect a child’s cultural background, their energy or concentration on a particular day or the perceptions and qualifications of the tester; as much as the child’s innate capabilities with the tests themselves prone to false negatives on these grounds (Tolan 1992). Gowan wrote: “emphasis on IQ scores leads to the omission of dynamic and motivational dimensions of intellectual productivity, and most important, the ways in which we can develop these creative and dynamic potentials in young people” (Treffinger & Renzulli 1986, p.152). Morelock argues that the high IQ definition of giftedness also does not encapsulate the qualitative differences which exist between gifted children and individuals of average ability, leading to a neglect of important information about the emotional needs of gifted children (Porter 1999). These criticisms do not justify throwing away IQ tests altogether, though this is claimed by some of the anti-IQ theorists (Tolan 1992). They simply highlight the shortcomings of a reliance upon it alone.

· Gagne’s differentiated model of giftedness and talent.

Gagne defines giftedness as the manifestation of untrained and spontaneous natural abilities (aptitudes) or an individuals developmental potential, in at least one ability domain to a degree that places subjects among the upper 15% of their age peers (Gagne 1993). Aptitudes are the building blocks or raw materials of talent (Gagne 1985, 1995b). One cannot become talented in any field without possessing at the gifted level the natural aptitudes prerequisite for that particular field (Gagne 1991, 1995a). It is possible for gifts or aptitudes not to transform themselves into talents as can be seen in underachievement among intellectually gifted children (Gagne 1995b). Giftedness is necessary but not sufficient for talent to emerge (Gagne 1991). Talent corresponds to performance, the expression of realised potential, that is distinctly above average, among the upper 15 percent of the same-age, active members of the field(s), in one or more fields of human activity (Gagne 1991, 1995a, 1995b). Talent is synonymous with expertise, excellence and outstanding performance (Gagne 1995b). Gagne considers talents to be the developmental product of an interaction between aptitudes and intrapersonal and environmental catalysts (Gagne 1985). The catalysts act as positive or negative moderators that transform or inhibit the transformation of aptitudes into talents. Gagne distinguished between two general types of catalysts intrapersonal and environmental (Gagne 1991). Intrapersonal catalysts include such things as motivation, curiosity, perseverance, autonomy, attitudes, temperament, personality characteristics, self esteem, self confidence and locus of control (Gagne 1991, 1995b). Environmental catalysts include such categories as significant people, significant physical environment, significant interventions, significant events and chance (Gagne 1991, 1995a). This model of giftedness acknowledges that young children can be gifted, includes underachieving gifted students and clarifies the distinction between giftedness and talent (Gagne 1993). 

· Giftedness as asynchronous development.

A definition of giftedness which focused on its emotional aspects was proposed in 1991 by a group of educators and psychologists known as the Columbus Group:

Giftedness is asynchronous development in which advanced cognitive abilities and heightened intensity combine to create inner experiences and awareness that are qualitatively different from the norm. This asynchrony increases with higher intellectual capacity. The uniqueness of the gifted renders them particularly vulnerable and requires modifications in parenting, teaching and counselling in order for them to develop optimally (Silverman 1993a, p.3)

It seeks to shift the focus from achievement in talking about giftedness and to instead focus on the ‘different internal reality’ that marks giftedness, underscoring the need for a definition of giftedness which takes into account the unusual mental processing that constitutes giftedness including a heightened ability for the construction of meaning in the context of experience and the resultant complex moral and emotional life of the gifted child (Morelock 1996). Giftedness is a unique trajectory of development which requires a deep understanding of the self and of the vulnerability of each individual child. The asynchrony may be reflected in both internal and external dimensions (Silverman 1997). This model of giftedness also makes clear that giftedness is not mere precocity, getting there sooner, but includes greater complexity and intensity, a different internal reality, which impacts all areas of life (Silverman 1997). “Giftedness is a greater awareness, a greater sensitivity, a greater ability to understand and transform perceptions into intellectual and emotional experiences” [Roeper quoted in Silverman (1993a, p.3)]. “Gifted children’s thoughts and emotions differ from those of other children, and as a result they perceive and react to their world differently” (Silverman 1997, p.54). As intelligence increases, so do abilities to deal with complexity, abstraction and advanced concepts. The need for repetition dramatically decreases and the appropriate pace of instruction increases accordingly (Silverman 1989). Giftedness also has an emotional substructure with cognitive complexity giving rise to emotional depth. Gifted children not only think differently from their peers, they also feel differently (Silverman 1993b). Piechowski wrote: “One of the basic characteristics of the gifted is their intensity... The intensity, in particular, must be understood as a qualitatively different characteristic. It is not a matter of degree, but of a different quality of experiencing: vivid, absorbing, penetrating, encompassing, complex, commanding - a way of being quiveringly alive” (Silverman 1993a, p.3). Cognitive complexity and emotional intensity lead to awarenesses for which the child may not be emotionally ready and may heighten his/her vulnerability (Silverman 1997). 

Definition of Rural:

The definition of rural is more than a statement of how Australia can appropriately be divided up geographically into urban, regional, rural and remote. It includes a qualitatively different world view which is characteristic of many living in rural and remote areas of Australia. A full picture is only obtained in considering both dimensions. 

One important component of rurality is geographic location. McKenzie, Harrold and Sturman (1996) used the Commonwealth Department of Primary Industry and Energy (1991) procedures. It defined urban in terms of its location in either a capital city or a large metropolitan area of 100,000 people or more. Rural and remote areas were defined through an index of remoteness taking into account distance from major centre and population density. The rural zone consisted of those nonmetropolitan areas with an index of remoteness of less than 10 including provincial cities (population 25,000 or more) and small rural cities (population 10,000 or more). The remote zone included nonmetropolitan areas with an index of remoteness greater than 10 including large remote towns (population 5,000 or more). Cameron-Jackson (1995) divided rural Australia into three: regional, rural and remote. Regional included smaller cities (including Darwin and Hobart) and their immediate surrounds which are regional service centres for rural areas. Rural included small towns and surrounds within a one day return trip of the nearest regional centre, while remote included small communities living more than a one day return trip away. Within this paper I will use an urban, regional, rural and remote continuum reflecting the concepts included in these two definitions. Urban: metropolitan area 100,000 people or more. Regional: Regional service centre for surrounding rural areas. Located in rural zone but with many urban amenities. Rural: within a one days return journey of nearest regional centre. Remote: beyond a one days return journey of nearest regional centre. 

Redman (1991) wrote: “Rurality is the perceptual setting adopted by those residing in rural areas. It is characterised by social, cultural and occupational diversity and encompasses dimensions that are quantitatively and qualitatively different from those which characterise urban lifestyles” (p.13). Some of the common dimensions of a rural world view include a strong sense of community, reflected in a sense of belonging and the interdependence of community members (Higgins 1993; James et al 1999; Lewis 1999), traditional shared values and sense of stability (Lewis 1999), slower pace of life, importance of family life (Cameron-Jackson 1995) and the importance of developing personal resources of initiative, independence and self-reliance (Cameron-Jackson 1995; James et al 1999). 

It is important for the perspective on rurality held not to be limited to the sense of “disadvantage” which is inherent in the geographical definition, but also to include the qualitative dimension as comes through in the worldview perspective. Within this paper I will be considering both dimensions of rurality when considering the influence of living in rural areas. 

Relevant Intrapersonal Dimensions:

In considering the influence of living in a rural area on the social and emotional development of gifted children there are a number of different intrapersonal dimensions it may be important to consider. Here I will outline four of them, namely motivation, locus of control, self concept and resilience, and discuss influences upon them and why they are important. 

· Motivation.

Motivation can be intrinsic or extrinsic. When intrinsically motivated we do not need incentives or punishments to make us work, the activity itself is rewarding. We enjoy the task or the resultant sense of accomplishment and are motivated primarily by the interest, enjoyment, satisfaction and challenge of the work itself not by external pressures (Tieso 1999; Tilbrook 1993). Children with higher academic intrinsic motivation tend to function more effectively in school, with higher achievement, better perceptions of competence and lower academic anxiety (Hoekeman, McCormick & Gross 1999). When we do something to earn a reward, avoid punishment, or to please a teacher we experience extrinsic motivation or motivation created by external events outside of the learning environment (Tilbrook 1993). Czikzentmihalyi and Csiksentmihalyi (1998), reported in Hoekeman et al. (1999), referred to the ultimate state of intrinsic motivation as an ‘experience flow’. ‘Flow’ is a “subjective state that people report when they are completely involved in something to the point of losing track of time and being unaware of fatigue and of everything else but the activity itself” (Tieso 1999, p.40). ‘Flow’ occurs when skills are used to their utmost, while matched against a challenge that is barely within grasp and which cannot be achieved without some degree of frustration. A person faced with demands they feel unable to meet may become anxious, while a situation where skills or knowledge lie at a higher level than the task may produce boredom (Hoekeman et al. 1999). 

· Locus of Control.

Locus of control refers to an individual’s perception of the degree to which they have power over events in their own life, either globally or specifically, and to the resultant way in which the cause of events is attributed (Herskovits & Gefferth 1992; McClelland, Yewchuk & Mulchahy 1991). A related concept is that of ‘self-efficacy’. Bandura described self-efficacy as having the belief or self-confidence that one can do what is required in a given situation or task (Phares & Chaplin 1997; Weiner 1992). An individual’s level of self-efficacy clearly influences their locus of control. An internal locus of control involves believing that their own actions affect outcomes, that they are able to make an impact in their own environment, in their world and to have mastery or control over events (Falk and Miller 1998; McClelland et al. 1991). People with an internal locus of control have an incentive to invest personal effort and strive for success because they believe that the outcomes are under their control (Franks & Dolan 1982; Knight 1995). They are most likely to attribute their failures to aspects of the task or to changeable factors such as effort (Porter 1999; Weiner 1992). People are described as having an ‘external locus of control’ or to be displaying ‘learned helplessness’ when they believe that events or factors outside of their control, external to their personal efforts and abilities, including luck, fate or chance and powerful other people, are responsible for what happens to them (Franks & Dolan 1982; Knight 1995; McClelland et al. 1991; Weiner 1992). They often display ineffective coping in terms of reduced levels of effort, high levels of discouragement and deteriorating performance. Students who perceive outcomes as unrelated to their behaviour can be mislabelled as having a poor attitude to school work or lacking motivation when the real problem is actual dissonance between outcomes and their behaviour (Knight 1995; Porter 1999). Stipek and Weisz suggest that when students have an external locus of control they are less likely to learn from their mistakes (Knight 1995). 

· Self-Concept.

Probably the major emotional influence on the development and demonstration of high potential is self concept and self-esteem (Bloom 1977; Freeman 1994; Gross 1989). Self concept is a powerful system of beliefs both good and bad, that a person believes to be true about themselves (Cohen & Frydenberg 1993). Self concept is the descriptive aspect of the self in terms of roles and attributes (Cohen & Frydenberg 1993; Hay 1993). It relates to the total organisation of the perceptions which the individual has of the self, flowing from their experiences and the interpretations which they make of them (Cohen & Frydenberg 1993). Self concept can be considered a system of self-schema, with modifications the result of new of altered information about one’s self (Hay 1993). Self esteem refers to the evaluative aspect of the self in terms of roles and attributes (Hay 1993). It is based on the evaluation a person makes in taking the role of other toward themselves and then feeling good or bad about that judgement (Falk & Miller 1998). Positive self-esteem involves valuing one’s worth as a person and having positive feelings about one’s self-concept and is risked by too large a gap between the real and ideal self (Cohen & Frydenberg 1993). A healthy self concept is considered to be necessary for the establishment and maintenance of the drive towards excellence (Gross 1989). Students who have positive self-perception systems usually try harder and persist longer when confronted by difficult or demanding tasks. Students with lower self-perceptions are less likely to be motivated and to perceive learning tasks to be less personally meaningful (Hay 1993). 

· Resilience.

In recent years the concept of ‘protective factors’ has become firmly established in the field of psychiatric research. It stems from concept of resilience, the term used to describe the positive pole of individual differences in people’s response to stress and adversity (Rutter 1987). In the face of stresses of various kinds, many children develop behavioural and psychological difficulties, while other children, referred to as ‘resilient’ or ‘stress-resistant’, defy expectations by developing as well-adapted individuals in spite of serious stressors in their lives (Luthar & Zigler 1991; Rutter 1987). In his review of research into stress resistant children, Garmezy concluded that three broad sets of variables operated as protective factors: namely personality features such as self esteem; family cohesion and an absence of discord; and the availability of external support systems that encouraged and reinforced a child’s coping efforts (Rutter 1987). The available evidence suggests that it is protective to have a well-established feeling of one’s own worth as a person together with a confidence and conviction that one can cope successfully with life challenges and by having an internal locus of control (Luthar & Zigler 1991; Rutter 1987).

Emotional Adjustment and Giftedness:

The relationship between giftedness and emotional adjustment remains a controversial one with two major schools of thought seemingly at opposite ends of the spectrum (Grossberg & Cornell 1988; Niehart 1999). The first school of thought is that gifted children are generally better adjusted than their non-gifted peers, with giftedness ‘protecting’ children from maladjustment (Niehart 1999). Terman’s longitudinal research found that gifted children tended to be better adjusted than the norm on a wide range of adjustment variables (Grossberg & Cornell 1988; Niehart 1999). It is actually true that most studies of intellectually gifted children have found that they have superior patterns of psychosocial adjustment (Luthar, Zigler & Goldstein 1992). It is hypothesised that the gifted are capable of greater understanding of self and others due to their cognitive capabilities and have a relatively wide variety of modes for the adaptive handling of their experiences and as a result cope better with stress and conflict and display better psychological adjustment (Luthar et al. 1992; Niehart 1999). However, it is also true that most of the researchers who have found positive adjustment in the gifted have usually chosen students from academic programs specifically designed for gifted children, which may limit the generalisability of the results to the general gifted population, due to both the environmental influences of the educational environment and the fact that a relatively good level of adjustment to school often implicitly or explicitly forms part of the selection process for such programs (Webb 1993). 

The second view is that gifted children are more at risk for adjustment problems than their non-gifted peers with giftedness increasing a child’s vulnerability to adjustment difficulties (Niehart 1999). Historically, going back into the 1800s it was widely accepted that giftedness increases vulnerability and that it was associated with insanity or a propensity for adjustment problems (Grossberg & Cornell 1988; Niehart 1999). Hollingsworth (1942) contended that highly intelligent children were more prone to develop social and emotional problems, with the problem increasing with the level of giftedness (Grossberg & Cornell 1988; Hollingsworth 1976; Konza 1997). She held that the internal asynchrony of the intelligence of an adult and the emotions of a child combined in a child’s body inevitably led to certain difficulties (Morelock 1996). Roedell (1986) also expressed the view that not only were gifted individuals more likely to have adjustment problems but also the more profound the giftedness the greater the risk (Konza 1997). Their hypothesis is that the gifted are more sensitive to both intrapersonal and interpersonal influences and also experience stress as a result of the internal and external asynchrony of their development (Niehart 1999). The researchers who have found consistent problems among gifted children have often relied on information which was gathered in clinical settings and from individual case studies (Webb 1993). They would appear to actually be more likely to identify those students who are experiencing problems than the first school of thought, but again there may be problems in generalising their findings to the wider gifted population. 

Overall it would appear that both of these positions have at least partial validity (Webb 1993). The research does indicate that giftedness does influence psychological adjustment, but whether the outcome is positive or negative does seem to depend upon several different factors interacting synergistically. These factors include the type and degree of giftedness, the educational fit or lack thereof and other environmental influences including family and peers (Grossberg & Cornell 1988; Luthar et al. 1992; Niehart 1999). Much of the research into socio-emotional adjustment has been plagued by serious methodological problems, for example, a lack of control groups and the existence of extraneous variables which are not taken into account in the analysis of the results (Stednitz 1995). 

Influences on Social and emotional development in gifted children:

Many in the gifted field, including Gagne (1995a), Maker, Nielson & Rogers (1994), Morelock (1996) and Renzulli (1990) recognise in one way or another the impact of various environmental influences upon the realisation of the potential in gifted children and adults. A supportive and facilitative environment can enhance not only the child’s likelihood of academic achievement and development in other aptitude domains, but also strong and healthy personality development (Gross 1994; Grossberg & Cornell 1988; Tolan 1990). Examining what we can learn from literature in the general gifted field of research can contribute significantly to our understanding in the more specific rural gifted field.  The influences will be discussed in the following areas: Home, school, peers and society. 

· Home.

Various different home and family environmental factors are significant influences upon the realisation of potential both in terms of achievement and development of self (Leemen 1996; Silverman 1993b; Webb 1993; Yewchuk 1995). It is important to recognise that not all eminent individuals grow up in safe, harmonious, supportive, positive family environments and that it sometimes seems as if the struggle to overcome negative environmental influences helps to develop in them the motivation and drive that leads to later achievement (Yewchuk 1995). The degree of parental support and encouragement can have a significant impact on the development of potential (Cornell & Grossberg 1987; Sisk 1998; Webb 1993; Yewchuk 1995). Children who are accepted for themselves and not only for their ability and who are given freedom, personal autonomy, support, encouragement and independence seem more likely to develop their potential and self concept in a positive direction (Colangelo & Dettman 1983; Freeman 1994; Sisk 1998). Children who are confronted with the burden of constantly living up to high expectations and pressured to achieve are more likely to underachieve or develop the negative form of perfectionism (Colangelo & Dettman 1983; Freeman 1983). In order for potential to be fully developed individual gifts and differences need to be recognised and nurtured (Silverman 1986; Yewchuk 1995). This includes the provision of any domain specific instruction necessary (Yewchuk 1995). Coming from an advantaged socio-economic family background is typical of many adult eminent individuals (Yewchuk 1995). Terman’s most successful men came from higher socio-economic classes (Monks & Ferguson 1983). This can arise simply from the more limited opportunities which are available to a gifted child from the disadvantaged background or from different cultural perspectives of what is of most value (Porter 1999; Sisk 1998). Parents can greatly facilitate their gifted child’s development by helping them develop a positive attitude towards learning by modelling an appreciation of knowledge and of the value of learning (Clark 1998; Colangelo & Dettman 1983). Learning is valued for its own sake in the childhood home of many of the eminent. Goetzel and Goertzel (1982) found that more than 90% of the parents of their sample of 400 eminent persons had a strong love of learning (Yewchuk 1995). Flood (1999) found parental attitudes towards the value of education, achievement and support and encouragement emerged as relevant factors in high achievement. Children tend to act out scripts provided by their parents (Sisk 1998). Accordingly, modelling of intrinsic and independent learning, an achieving lifestyle, positive commitment to career and respect for school can all be influential in encouraging achievement and giving gifted children a goal to aim for (Colangelo & Dettman 1983; Freeman 1983; Yewchuk 1995)

· School.

Schools and teachers in general can represent significant influences upon gifted children both in terms of cognitive and emotional development (Silverman 1993b). Studies have indicated that positive school experiences, both academic and non-academic can serve protective functions, helping to increase resilience in the light of other negative influences (Luthar & Zigler 1991). The development of potential can be influenced significantly by a lack of fit with the school environment, forcing a square peg into a round hole (Niehart 1999; Tolan 1990). As well as having the same educational needs as other children, gifted children also commonly have some specific needs (Freeman 1983), with differences between gifted students meaning that the search for one right way to educate all gifted learners is doomed from the start (Kavensky 1995; Lubinski & Benbow 1995). To the degree to which the school curriculum is inflexibly designed around and focused upon the average or below average child with rigid age groupings and not recognising individual learning styles of students, frustration for the gifted child, underachievement and negative attitudes towards school are likely to occur, and the gifted student may be described by teachers as lazy or unmotivated when the curriculum is simply boring or unrewarding for them (Clark 1997; Farrell 1989; Rimm 1997; Sisk 1988; Webb 1993; Whitmore 1980). Gifted students like all students need to be challenged at a level congruent with their ability and development, and not to have artificial limits imposed upon them (Clark 1997; Lubinski & Benbow 1995; Tolan 1985). Gifted students cannot easily learn to value intellectual challenge and hard work, or gain solid work habits and study skills, when they already know what they are being taught in the classroom, and are not stretched by it in any significant way. Such an environment not only fosters underachievement in the present, but also can have a significant impact upon their ability to fully develop their potential later in life when they are challenged by their work (Hollingsworth 1976; Lewis 1999; Monks & Van Boxtel 1985; Rimm 1997; Terman 1954; Tolan 1990). Teachers can create classroom environments that foster creativity and adopt a facilitative role which encourages students to think and solve problems and learn independently or they can stifle creativity, socialising children to be conforming and to avoid significant scholastic risk taking  (Knight 1995; Rimm 1997; Sternberg & Lubart 1991; Torrance 1981). This includes providing an emotionally safe environment where students’ ideas and individual differences are encouraged and respected and which facilitates the development of a sense of self-efficacy and can have significant affects upon the development of potential (Diezmann & Waters 1997; Sisk 1998; Strickland 1981). 

· Peer relationships.

Peer relationships can promote or obstruct the actualisation of a child’s developmental potential (Gross 1989). To be accepted and to feel a sense of belonging is a fundamental need of everyone (Leemen 1996). Peer relationships have been recognised as especially important in terms of identify formation (Gross & Start 1990; Swiatek 1998). The word peer refers to “individuals who can interact on an equal plane around issues of common interest” (Roedell 1989, p.25). It is not uncommon for gifted children to find that age peers do not share their interests and play by different rules (Gross 1994; Lovecky 1992). Socialisation is defined by Shaffer as acquiring the “beliefs, behaviours and values deemed significant and appropriate by other members of society” (Silverman 1997, p.48). Some gifted children learn very early in life to play the game rejecting their inner selves and pretending to be someone they are not, conforming to the social and behavioural norms of their age group, so as to be more acceptable to others (Gross 1994; Kerr 1994; Senate 1988; Silverman 1998). It is important to consider what the price is of adapting to the group, becoming successfully ‘socialised’. It can mean giving up or losing touch with vital parts of who they really are (Silverman 1997). Research suggests that the more gifted the child the greater is the social pressure to conform (Gross 1994), and that this is especially a problem for adolescent girls (Robinson 1996). Social development in contrast is an awareness of socially acceptable behaviour, enjoyment of other people, concern for humanity, and the development of mutually rewarding relationships with at least a few kindred spirits (Silverman 1997). Gifted children tend to develop true friendships with others who have similar interests, in much the same way as adults develop friendships (Silverman 1993b). Where the focus is upon socialisation rather than social development the impact upon the development of potential is likely to be negative. 

· Society.

Despite the old theory that a gifted child will find a way to develop their talents under any circumstances (Clark 1997; Landau 1990), societal conditions and other cultural influences are significant in stimulating or inhibiting the development of the potential of the gifted child (Cross 2000; Kitano 1999; Ramos-Ford & Gardner 1997; Tannenbaum 1986). The cultural context and time in history into which the gifted individual is born can influence significantly the opportunities which are available for the identification, development and expression of their potential (Ramos-Ford & Gardner 1997; Renzulli 1986; Tannenbaum 1986; Yewchuk 1995). The skills and talents which are most likely to be developed are those which are needed most or valued for other reasons in the given society at that point in time (Kerr 1994; Yewchuk 1995). The attitude of society in general to gifted individuals can also have significant effects (Webb 1993). If the society, as is all too common, values conformity and makes uncomfortable anyone who is very different from the mythical ‘average’, which gifted individuals by definition are, then as well as not having opportunities for development open to them, they are going to feel a great pressure to conform (Whitmore 1980; Webb 1993). Both of these can inhibit the development of potential. There is evidence of differences for females and males in this regard. For males, achievement tends to be not just socially acceptable but also valued. While for females achievement often conflicts with social acceptance needs and cultural female role expectations (Freeman 1983; Jacobs & Weisz 1994; Luthar et al. 1992; Reis 1987).

Influences on social and emotional development for gifted children living in rural areas:

It would be all too easy in considering the influence of living in a rural area to focus upon the negatives flowing from geographic isolation, significant though they are, but there are also strengths and advantages which need to be considered if we are to obtain a complete and balanced picture. Varley and Vialle (1995) are correct when they say that the effect of rural isolation on gifted students has not been fully explored in the literature, especially within the Australian context. However, there is much which we can learn from examining what the literature has to say about the common impacts of living in rural areas in general. Within this it is possible to see many apparent parallels with what we saw in the gifted literature. This highlights for us some potential areas for future research. This paper will discuss the influences in three sections, namely sense of community, peers and school. 

· Sense of Community:

In discussing rural life one of the issues which is consistently raised as a positive is a strong sense of community within many, though not all, rural and remote communities (Cameron-Jackson 1995; Hard 1997; Herzog & Pitman 1995; Lewis 1999; Redman 1991; Yarrow, Hershell & Millwater 1999). In Herzog & Pitman (1995) the rural students said that when they thought of rural they thought of people, nature and community, emphasising the significance of relating and relatedness. The positive feelings they had about living in rural areas were connected with their families, homes and small communities and with peace, safety and caring. Redman (1991) identified a strong sense of community associated with the concept of rurality, and said that while recognising the disadvantages of rural living, residents emphasised the advantages including the interdependence of community members and sense of belonging: “There is something that is incredibly important, incredibly valuable about being part of a rural community, being a child in a rural community, growing up in a rural community” (Redman 1991, p.13). Lewis (1999) considers that one of the strengths of rural communities comes from their traditional shared values and sense of community. Cameron-Jackson (1995) included strong community spirit among the reasons why people chose to maintain a rural lifestyle. This strong sense of community also comes through in talking specifically about the small school community. In Cocklin (1997) friendship and relationships were for the students an important facet of their lived experience at school. Students worked together, helping each other and providing a ‘learning support’ network across the various age grades. Varley and Vialle (1995) identified more holistic relationships among students and teachers, the family atmosphere and the close school and community relationship. Brown and Maisey (1980) found strengths of a protective, family like environment, and students developing consideration for others and a sense of community and cooperation. Higgins (1993) identified the informal familial environment existing in many, though by no means all, small rural schools as providing security and confidence with considerable contact between children of different ages. 

In terms of its influence on the social and emotional development of gifted children, the strong sense of community could be potentially be both positive and negative. On the one hand, personal attention and concern and individual nurture are more likely in such a setting (Jones and Southern 1992). Where relationships in school and home are characterised by warmth, mutual respect, a willingness to listen and an openness to ideas learning and personal development is likely to be enhanced (Squires & Sinclair 1991). Cocklin (1997) suggested that the outcome of what he described as a learning community school was a sense of empowerment. Students had the perception that in their school they could exert influence, were given responsibility and valued in terms of their opinion and person. Brown and Maisey (1980) said that teachers believed students became more tolerant towards age or ability differences, and more accepting of individuals on the basis of their strengths and weaknesses. On the other hand, it is necessary to consider the possible negative influence of either strong negative community attitudes towards education or individual difference, both of which are very possible. Cameron-Jackson (1995) raised the possibility of negative small community attitudes towards education. Hays (1992) review of literature in the area includes a community acceptance of the status quo and reluctance to change among potential negatives. Bailey, Knight and Riley (1995) considered that some rural families may be ambivalent in their attitude towards education, seeing it as a challenge to their existing values and beliefs. They also wrote that the identification of some students as gifted may be seen as divisive, especially if there is a strong egalitarian ethic. Jones and Southern (1992) and Elliott (1985) both also draw out the possible “elitist” issues. It is not clear from the literature what perspectives are actually more common in rural areas, for example, how many small rural schools do have a strong sense of community and what is their attitude towards gifted children, or what the actual impact on gifted students of being in rural schools and communities with a range of different attitudes towards education and individual diversity is. Both of these represent potential areas for future research. 

· Peers: 

A significant issue for gifted children can be the existence or otherwise of an appropriate peer group for them, their peer relationships and the influences of both of these upon their social and emotional development. This is potentially a greater problem for gifted children in rural areas due to the smaller nature of their potential peer group, and the difficulty in travelling to find alternatives. Varley and Vialle (1995) highlighted the small nature of the peer group and said that while the small rural school may have the potential to provide an intellectual peer group for young gifted and talented students, as they become older they will need to go further afield in order to have these intellectual needs met. The Senate report into the education of gifted and talented students (1988) said that rural gifted students are most unlikely to come into contact with their equally talented peers, and that in some cases no age peers at all would be available. Higgins (1993) drew out two possible outcomes. One outcome is that there is a lack of peer stimulation due to small numbers of students the same age. Alternatively in the multigrade classes common in small rural schools students regularly interact with a wide range of students, increasing the likelihood that individual students will find an academic or developmental match in their class. Brown and Maisey (1980) raised the possibility that new children may have difficulty in gaining acceptance. They also suggested that the breadth of available social life and limited potential for making new friends was a problem and could lead to a limiting of social development. HREOC (2000a) raised the socialisation issue as one of the reasons for rural parents sending their children to boarding school: “Many rural and remote parents want the socialisation outcomes of education for their children provided through a boarding experience” (p.17). This is especially seen as an issue for remote children in the secondary years. Redman (1991, p.10) wrote: “Parents feel that their students are at an age where peer relationships and exposure to other role models is of paramount importance, where the components of family living so vital during the primary years takes second place to the need for socialisation with one’s peers”. The influence of peers on the social and emotional development of gifted students can come from two directions. Firstly, in the level of acceptance which they find in the their peer group. A positive strong school community which is accepting of diversity and the open mixing of students across the age ranges could both potentially enable the gifted child to find peers with whom they can relate and be themselves, both of which are important contributors to their social and emotional development. It is also possible that they are relating in any case with adults in the wider community and gaining the stimulation and relationships which they need from an alternative direction. There is little research available which analysing the degree to which rural gifted students do find an appropriate peer group or other appropriate support and relationships. It may be appropriate to consider the question of what the actual nature of the contributions made by peers in general is, and whether for rural and remote children, and indeed for gifted children in general, there are not also appropriate contributions made by other people either in their family or wider community. This is important because options for boarding school or other alternatives are not always available, and it may be that thinking outside of the box, and doing appropriate research in those directions, will help us to find alternatives which will help gifted children in rural areas. 

· School: 

Potentially one of the most significant school related influences on the social and emotional development of rural gifted students is the relative inexperience and lack of training in gifted related issues among teachers in rural and remote areas. James et al (1999) suggested that  rural schools suffer from high teacher turnover, a lack of specialist services, a restricted range of curriculum options and a high proportion of young inexperienced teachers. HREOC (2000a) found that in all States and the Northern Territory rural and remote schools are difficult to staff. Rural and remote schools had a higher staff turnover rate than metropolitan schools. Stevens (1992) found many teachers in rural Queensland secondary schools were young, unsettled, unsure of their professional directions and lacking in guidance. McKenzie, Harrold and Sturman (1996) found that teachers in large urban schools are generally more specialised in their teaching loads than teachers in rural and remote schools in teaching from slightly fewer curriculum areas and year levels. In several of their case study visits school principals identified flexibility as one of the key ingredients of successful teachers in small schools. Teachers needed to be willing and able to teach outside of their areas of initial training. This is a potential shortcoming with students likely to be better served by teachers who have a strong grounding in the subject matter concerned. HREOC (2000b) found that most teacher training does not adequately equip new recruits with the skills and knowledge needed for teaching in rural and remote Australia. This is supported by Yarrow, Hershell and Millwater (1999) who found a significant shortcoming in the level of training and support of teachers in effective teaching strategies for multi-age classrooms which are the norm rather than the exception in rural areas. Varley and Vialle (1995) suggested both insufficient teacher awareness of the nature of gifted children and professional isolation might mean that a child’s gifts remain unidentified. Senate (1988) found that the rural gifted child was unlikely to have access to expert teachers or mentors and likely to be impacted by the high proportion of less experienced teachers and high level of teacher turnover. Higgins (1993) found teachers in rural areas lack a range of professional contacts and support. This is the area in which there was perhaps the widest range of recent Australian research available highlighting its significance for that context. 

One of the major strengths raised in the literature about small rural schools was in the area of the scope for flexibility and individualisation, which has major significance for gifted students. This does, however I consider, need to be considered in the light of the fact that the relative inexperience of many teachers in rural areas may limit the degree to which this is actually reflected in practice. Lewis (1999) said that individualisation was easier in small rural schools because they have a family atmosphere and class size is small. Elliott (1985) said that small rural schools have a unique situation that lends itself to individual progression and flexibility. They have one-to-one attention every day. Varley and Vialle (1995) wrote that acceleration tends to be less of a contentious issue with parent communities in small rural schools which have composite classes, because it is common for students in small schools to be working at a range of levels within one classroom. Higgins (1993) reported the historic role of schools in sparsely populated areas as natural laboratories for such “innovative” educational practices as individualised instruction and cross-age grouping. Student development and academic differences can potentially be handled more easily in a multigrade than a single-grade class. Indeed, many of the curricular modification techniques and instructional strategies recommended for use in multi-age classrooms are similar to those advocated for use with gifted students (Hay 1992). It would be valuable to have some research available which does actually analyse the strategies which are actually used in the classroom and the degree to which they do meet the needs of the students in the class. 

Given the impact of gifted children not being challenged at appropriate levels, the range and depth of subjects offered in rural schools is potentially relevant. HREOC (2000a) said that students throughout rural and remote Australia were critical of the restricted range of subjects available to them in their rural schools. Higgins (1993) concluded that rural secondary schools tend to have a restricted curriculum and are not able to offer the breadth and range of subject areas found in larger schools. Rural and remote students were found by HREOC (2000b) to be disadvantaged by small student numbers and the difficulties of attracting specialist teachers. There were limited curriculum options in many small rural and remote schools. McKenzie, Harrold and Sturman (1996) comparing the subjects provided in senior secondary schools in Queensland found a restricted range among rural and remote schools. Resource constraints faced by rural schools were raised as a major contributing factor. 

Children living in remote areas were reported by English (1985) as tending to be more motivated and independent. Senate (1988) considered that isolated children who persevere with their studies are likely to become more independent and more self motivated than other children. In many rural communities a high value is placed on the ability of individuals, families and communities to ‘make do’ in difficult times and to draw on personal and community resources to overcome hardship, with a strong emphasis placed upon self-reliance (James et al 1999). Brown and Maisey (1980) reported parents claiming that the multi-age classroom, necessitating children working without continual direct supervision from the teacher, assisted in the development of responsibility towards work, and skills of initiative and self direction. Varley and Vialle (1995) also recognised the multi-age classroom as providing opportunities to act independently and in a self-directed manner. It would be interesting to see some research which evaluated the degree to which rural children do demonstrate higher levels of self-motivation and independence and what the significant influences upon this are. 

Conclusion:

The research which has been undertaken to date within the gifted field in general does have many valuable contributions to make to the question of the impact of living in a rural area on the social and emotional development of gifted children in Australia. However, there clearly remains a need for further research within the gifted rural context specifically. 
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