
Introduction

Digital technologies and online 
learning opportunities have been 
associated with an increase in 
learner engagement (Bergdahl, 
Nouri, & Fors, 2020). Importantly, 
the positives of using digital 
technologies for gifted students has 
been recognised in the literature as 
addressing their unique learning 
needs, which are often overlooked 
in traditional classroom settings 
(Ali & Alrayes, 2019; Eriksson, 
2012; Kontostavlou, & Drigas, 
2019). Facilitating and enabling 
continued engagement for middle 
years students is an important 
role for educators due to the 
well-known transition issues (e.g., 
school disengagement), associated 
with middle years learners (Bond 
et al., 2020). It is well established 
that most students, regardless of 
their diverse learning needs, enjoy 
and are interested in using digital 
technologies to learn (Bergdahl 
et al., 2020). Opportunities for 
engaging gifted students lie with 
embedding digital technologies in 
everyday classroom learning for 
these learners. 

Digital technologies (e.g., video 
materials, online chats, wikis) 
provide new opportunities for 
teaching practice in engaging gifted 
students, through provision of 
suitable resources, technologies and 
pedagogies (Abakumova, Bakaeva, 
Grishina & Dyakova, 2019). The 
present article aims to extend 
previous work in this field (Ali & 
Alrayes, 2019; Eriksson, 2012; 
Housand & Housand, 2012) with 
the goal of personalising learning. 
It will examine gifted learner 
characteristics in detail and map 
Neihart and Betts’ Revised Profiles 
of the Gifted (2010) (profiling and 
describing general characteristics 
for a cross-section of gifted 
learners) to the three engagement 

dimensions (behavioural, emotional 
and cognitive). This is turn will 
help support teachers in their 
selection of digital technologies for 
(re)engaging middle years students 
who are gifted and/or talented 
and to meet their individual 
learning profile needs to address 
underachievement.

Gifted and 
talented students

While gifted students are 
heterogenous, they share some 
general characteristics, such as: 
curiosity, critical thinking, diverse 
interests and abilities, high-energy, 
large vocabularies, keen sense of 
humour, idealism, and a strong 
sense of social justice (Callahan, 
2018; Housand & Housand, 
2012). Other general characteristics 
are a preference for working alone, 
perfectionism, high levels of 
frustration, high expectations (of 
self and others), and a propensity 
for non-conformist behaviours 
(Davis, Rimm & Siegel, 2017). 
It is important to note that 
characteristics of gifted students are 
“malleable and variable” (Callahan, 
2018, p. 153) over the course of a 
person’s education (and life).

In Australia, giftedness is defined 
using Gagné’s (2013) Differentiated 
Model of Giftedness and Talent 
(Merrotsy, 2017). Gagné defines 
gifted students as those who show 
outstanding potential in natural 
abilities in the top 10% of age-
peers, related to any number of 
the following domains: Intellectual 
(e.g., verbal, fluid reasoning); 
Creative (e.g., originality); Social 
(e.g., leadership);  Perceptual 
(e.g., hearing); Muscular ( e.g., 
endurance); and, Motor Control 
(e.g., speed and agility). Conversely, 
Gagné (2013) describes talent, as 
competencies, or achievement in the 
top 10% of age peers in Academics; 

Technical; Science and Technology; 
Arts; Social Service; Administration/
Sales; Business Operations; Games; 
and, Sports and Athletics. For 
this article we are focusing on 
middle years gifted students 
because it is well recognised in 
the literature that the middle 
years of learning (Years 5-9), are a 
time of transition when students 
can disengage from learning 
(Pendergast, 2017). Furthermore, 
research focusing on middle years 
students has suggested convincing 
patterns of underachievement and 
disengagement from school, and 
this is also reflected among gifted 
middle years students (Ritchotte, 
Matthews & Flowers, 2014). 

Middle school curriculum and 
associated learning activities need 
to be engaging and challenging, 
particularly for gifted students 
so they do not become bored, 
disengaged and consequently 
underachieve (Ritchotte, Matthews 
& Flowers, 2014). Equally, gifted 
students can be unexpectedly 
challenged by learning as they 
move into the middle years of 
schooling as the curriculum 
becomes more demanding, where 
underachievement can result 
from increased need for effort and 
persistence. Ritchotte et al. (2014) 
posit that primary schooling does 
not often provide opportunities for 
gifted students to develop crucial 
academic skills to persevere through 
learning obstructions. Without the 
requisite skills needed by the time 
they reach middle school, some 
gifted leaners develop poor self-
efficacy resulting in disengagement 
and underachievement. 

For abilities to be developed 
into talents several catalysts are 
involved in this developmental 
process. For example, the talent 
development process is highly 
regulated by intrapersonal and 
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environmental catalysts; these 
include individuals (e.g., peers 
and teachers), educational 
provisions (e.g., pedagogy), and 
elements such as personality traits, 
motivations, perseverance, effort, 
and resilience (Gagné, 2013). 
Student engagement at school and 
in their learning, are important 
aspects of this developmental 
process, which is impacted by both 
intrapersonal and environmental 
catalysts. These catalysts can either 
enable or impede the development 
of a student’s giftedness into talent 
(Gagné, 2013).

Engagement and 
gifted students 

Middle school is well-recognised 
a crucial time for the onset of 
gifted underachievement and 
resultant disengagement, which 
then persists for the length of a 
student’s secondary schooling 
(Ritchotte et al., 2014). When 
exploring the concept of middle 
years’ student (dis)engagement, it 
is useful to unpack the different 
dimensions involved. There are 
three interconnected dimensions: 
behavioural (e.g., participation 
in class); emotional (e.g., sense 

of belonging in school); and, 
cognitive (e.g., use of metacognitive 
strategies) (Gibbs & Poskitt, 
2010). A summary of these 
engagement dimensions is outlined 
in Table 1. Commonly, schools 
tend to focus only on one small 
aspect of engagement, that is 
student attendance or presence 
(i.e., one element of behavioural 
engagement). While it is of course, 
important that students attend 
class to learn and engage across the 
dimensions, there is much more to 
student engagement than simply 
attendance.

The engagement dimensions are interrelated through increasing levels of investment and commitment to learning 
(Gibbs & Poskitt, 2010) (Figure 1).

Profiles of Gifted, 
Talented, Creative 
Learners

The potential of digital technologies 
to motivate gifted students, 
(motivation is one element of 
emotional engagement) has 
been recognised in the literature 
(Housand & Housand, 2012). 
Furthermore, it has been suggested 
that the unique affordances of 
digital technologies can be linked  
to some general characteristics of 
gifted learners, such as preference 
for challenge and autonomy 
(elements of cognitive engagement) 
(Housand & Housand, 2012). 
However, there is a need to focus 
on extending this across all the 
engagement dimensions, which can 
be undertaken by leveraging digital 
technologies to more specifically 
support different gifted learner 
profiles. 

According to Neihart and Betts 
(2017), there are six profiles that 
are useful in understanding the 
complexities of gifted students, 
which draw on extensive research 
and are known as the Profiles of 
Gifted, Talented, Creative Learners. 
These are generalised characteristic 
profiles as gifted learners are 
multifaceted individuals who may 
have some of these traits but may 
not fit in any one specific profile. 
The purpose of these profiles is 
not to define all gifted learners; 
it is to provide some common 
understanding of the sub-
populations of gifted individuals. 
Nonetheless, these profiles can 
be useful in informing more 
personalised support for engaging 
gifted middle school students. The 
six profiles are illustrated in this 
section in relation to gifted learner 
characteristics, behaviours and the 
three engagement dimensions. 

Type I: Successful gifted learners

The Successful middle years gifted 
learner has a sound academic self-
concept, works consistently to reach 
the expected grade requirements, 
is extrinsically motivated, can be 
complacent, eager for approval, and 
fearful of failure. These learners can 
be (dis)engaged across the three 
dimensions in several ways (e.g., 
related to elements of all three 
dimensions, such as effort), and 
they can be particularly reliant on 
extrinsic motivation and teacher 
approval for engaging in learning. 
Yet, paradoxically they can be 
self-regulated and able to set and 
meet learning goals, providing an 
enigma for both themselves and 
their teachers. This reflects the 
sometime contradictory nature of 
gifted middle years learners. Table 
2 outlines some engagement and 
disengagement features of this 
learner profile.

Table 1. The Three Engagement Dimensions (adapted from Gibbs & Poskitt, 2010)

Dimension 1:
 Behavioural Engagement

Dimension 2: 
Social-Emotional Engagement 

Dimension 3: 
Cognitive Engagement

• Participation in learning
• Presence in the classroom
• On task behaviour
• Compliance with school rules
• Effort and persistence
• Contributes to class discussion
• Persistence to complete tasks 
• Involvement in school activities

• Positive or negative responses to 
peers and teachers

• Attitude to school and learning
• Values learning 
• Interest and enjoyment in 

learning
• Happiness at school
• Identification with school
• Sense of belonging at school

• Learning by choice
• Investment in learning
• Deep learning and mastery
• Self-regulation
• Setting goals
• Uses metacognitive strategies 
• Favours challenge
• Resilient 
• Sense of agency 

Table 2. (Dis)engagement Features of the Successful Gifted Learner Profile (adapted from Neihart & Betts, 2010)

Type Examples of Behavioural 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Social-Emotional 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Cognitive 
(Dis)Engagement

Ty
pe

 I:
 S

uc
ce

ss
fu

l

• Seeks teacher approval
• Extrinsically motivated
• Follower of others
• Stays in comfort zone
• Chooses safe activities

• Reduced self-awareness
• Self-critical 
• Eager for external approval
• Liked by peers and teachers
• Non-assertive

• Self-regulated
• Good at goal setting
• Avoids academic risks
• Gains good grades but 

underachieves
• Limited independent skills

Figure 1. The Three Interrelated Engagement Dimensions Showing Increased Level of Commitment to Learning (adapted from Gibbs & Poskitt, 2010)

Type II: Creative gifted learner

Creative gifted middle school 
learners are highly imaginative 
and have fluctuating self-esteem. 
They easily become bored, have a 
high tolerance for ambiguity, are 
unsure of social roles, and can be 

impatient. Gifted learners with the 
Creative profile can be (dis)engaged 
across all the three interrelated 
engagement dimensions. 
Behavioural engagement can 
be particularly evident through 
discipline issues relating to 
impulsivity and limitations around 
development of interpersonal skills. 

However, they can be persistent 
in areas of passion and personal 
interest, particularly evident 
through their creative pursuits. 
Table 3 lists examples of some of 
the elements of (dis)engagement for 
students with the Creative gifted 
profile.
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Type III: Undercover 

Undercover gifted middle school 
learners seek social belonging, 
often have a diminished sense of 
self, are ambivalent about their 
achievement, and are susceptible 
to the “forced choice” dilemma. 
Note: we have renamed Neihart & 
Betts Type II, from Underground to 
Undercover due to deficit overtones 
of the former name. The forced 
choice dilemma is a belief held 
about achieving at school as being 
a betrayal of their social group, so 

these gifted learners strive to fit 
in by denying and playing down 
their abilities (Jung, McCormick & 
Gross, 2012). 

Generally, gifted learners with this 
profile avoid challenges. A gifted 
student with the Undercover profile 
can be (dis)engaged across all of 
the three engagement dimensions, 
particularly in the emotional 
dimension, where evidence of their 
insecurities and guilt around the 
forced choice dilemma can impact 
of their cognitive engagement, 

and subsequently demonstration 
of their gifted abilities in the 
classroom. Because these learners 
can view academic achievements 
as a betrayal of their social group, 
this can lead to them feeling 
disconnected and lacking in a sense 
of belonging due to their desire for 
social belonging at school. Table 4 
lists some examples of the respective 
(dis)engagement features across the 
dimensions of Undercover gifted 
students.

Type IV: At-Risk

At-Risk gifted middle years 
students can have a poor academic 
self-concept, be resistive to rules 
and authority, are not motivated 
by extrinsic teacher rewards, 
can be defensive, and often have 

creative interests outside school. 
Gifted learners with the At-Risk 
profile are often seen for their 
behavioural (lack) of engagement, 
which is evidenced by intermittent 
attendance, disruptive behaviour in 
class and distractibility. However, 

when cognitively engaged in their 
areas of interest these students 
can show high levels of creativity. 
Table 5 lists some examples of the 
respective (dis)engagement features 
across the dimensions of the At-
Risk profile.

Type V: Twice-exceptional gifted 
learner

A Twice-Exceptional gifted middle 
school learner is a student with 
both giftedness and one or more 
disabilities (e.g., autism spectrum 
disorder, dyslexia) (author name 
withheld for blind peer review). 
Students with this profile enjoy 
novelty and complexity, are good 
problem solvers, yet, often have 
poor academic self-concept, learned 
helplessness, are recognised for their 
disability rather than giftedness, 

and are frequently underestimated 
for their gifted potential. They 
require educational adjustments to 
accommodate their disability, so 
they can demonstrate and develop 
their capabilities. 

Gifted learners with this profile are 
generally perceived for what they 
cannot do, rather than for what 
they can do. The interrelatedness of 
the three engagement dimensions 
is particularly evident for these 
students. Once their disability 
accommodations are in place, 

these generally address areas 
of behavioural and emotional 
(dis)engagement, such as being 
disorganised, and learned 
helplessness. This leads to 
improved cognitive engagement 
and demonstration of their 
adept problem-solving abilities 
and application of transferrable 
knowledge which they can be very 
skilled at. Table 6 lists examples 
of some of the elements of (dis)
engagement for students with the 
Twice-Exceptional gifted profile.

Table 3. (Dis)engagement Features of the Creative Gifted Learner Profile (adapted from Neihart & Betts, 2010)

Type Examples of Behavioural 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Social-Emotional 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Cognitive 
(Dis)Engagement

Ty
pe

 II
: C

re
at

iv
e

• Challenges teachers
• Questions rules
• Honest and direct
• Discipline issues
• Impatient (can mask 

giftedness)

• Fluctuating self-esteem
• Psychologically vulnerable
• Impulsive but easily bored
• Honest and direct
• The ‘class clown’
• Limited interpersonal skills 

• Persistent in areas of 
interest

• Not seen as gifted (limited 
academic achievement)

• Underestimated (by others)
• Creative 
• Highly tolerant of 

ambiguity

Table 4. (Dis)engagement Features of the Undercover Gifted Learner Profile (adapted from Neihart & Betts, 2010)

Type Examples of Behavioural 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Social-Emotional 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Cognitive 
(Dis)Engagement

Ty
pe

 II
I: 

U
nd

er
co

ve
r • Uncertain direction

• Seen as quiet/shy
• Forced choice dilemma
• Reduced effort 
• Limited participation 

in class and small group 
activities

• Insecure and unsure of 
emotional agency

• Internalises conflicts
• Anxious
• Guilt as a result of forced 

choice dilemma
• Desire for social belonging 

• Ambivalent about 
achievement 

• Views some achievement as 
betrayal of social group 

• Rejects challenges
• Disconnected from peers 
• Group work limited

Table 5. (Dis)engagement Features of the At-Risk Gifted Learner Profile (adapted from Neihart & Betts, 2010)

Type Examples of Behavioural 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Social-Emotional 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Cognitive 
(Dis)Engagement

Ty
pe

 IV
: A

t-R
isk

• Causes disruptions and 
thrill-seeking

• Intermittent attendance
• Seen as rebellious
• Physically present in class 

but not engaged
• Respond defensively

• Defensive and critical of 
self and others

• Distracted by outside 
interests

• Withdrawn and not 
accepted by peers

• Can be antisocial 
• Poor relationships in 

school

• Often creative 
• Not motivated for teacher-

driven rewards
• Low academic achievement
• Inconsistent attitude to 

class work
• Low performance

Table 6. (Dis)engagement Features of the Twice-Exceptional Gifted Learner Profile  (adapted from Neihart & Betts, 2010)

Type Examples of Behavioural 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Social-Emotional 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Cognitive 
(Dis)Engagement

Ty
pe

 V
: T

w
ic

e-
Ex

ce
pt

io
na

l • Off-task
• Disorganised
• May appear disruptive
• Learned helplessness
• May feel ‘dumbed down’ 

by inclusion in pull out 
programs 

• Limited perseverance
• Limited coping strategies
• Reduced sense of 

belonging
• May not be able to cope 

with gifted peer group
• Increased risk of being 

bullied

• Do not view themselves as 
academically successful

• Makes conceptual 
connections easily

• Inconsistent attitude to 
work

• Good problem solvers
• Underestimated for 

potential

Type VI: Autonomous Learner

An Autonomous gifted middle 
years student is self-confident, 
intrinsically motivated, shows 
tolerance and respect for others, 

is successful across diverse 
environments, resilient, and 
displays self-regulation. Gifted 
learners with this profile may not 
view academic learning as their 
highest priority. At first glance, 

it may not be obvious where 
Autonomous gifted learner (dis)
engagement may be addressed, 
however, learners with this 
profile often need more support 
rather than less (ACT Education 
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Directorate, 2014). Because 
learning and achievement tends to 
come naturally to these learners, 
they may underachieve and 
disengage from learning. In the 
primary years they can often cruise 
along, but as the work becomes 
more challenging in middle school, 
this disengagement can worsen as 
they may have missed foundational 
skills. Importantly, many middle 

years learners who underachieve 
have been deemed as academic 
achievers in their early primary 
years (Ritchotte et al., 2014).

Despite the Autonomous gifted 
learners’ outward achievements, 
they may be at risk of 
disengagement particularly in the 
middle years, which is a common 
point of disengagement from 
school for many learners (Centre 

for Adolescent Health, Murdoch 
Children’s Research Institute, 
2018). Academic acceleration 
(in its many forms; e.g., subject 
acceleration), may be suitable for 
the Autonomous learner to keep 
them engaged and sufficiently 
challenged. Table 7 outlines some 
examples of (dis)engagement 
features of this learner profile.

the “chronic phenomenon” 
(Ritchotte et al., 2014, p. 
183) of gifted middle school 
learner underachievement and 
disengagement. 

Here, we define digital 
technologies (or online) 
learning as:
Any instructional practice 
that uses digital technology to 
connect teachers and students... 
[Digital learning] encompasses 
a wide range of digital tools and 
practices, including instructional 
content, interactions, data and 
assessment systems, learning 
platforms, online courses, 
adaptive software, personal 
learning enabling technologies, 
and student data management 
systems. 
(Evergreen Education Group, 
2015, p. 5)

Gifted students and 
digital technologies 

Digital technology can be used 
to engage gifted students in the 
classroom (Ali & Alrayes, 2019; 
Eriksson, 2012; Kontostavlou, & 
Drigas, 2019). Over 90% of gifted 
students are using technology 
daily, both at home and at school 
(Ozcan & Bicen, 2016). They 
use the internet (e.g., via mobile 
phones, computers, tablets), for 
social communication, schoolwork, 
homework, and entertainment. 
Digital technologies are well-
recognised for their potential 
in supporting gifted learners 
(Periathiruvadi & Rinn, 2012; 
Uzunboylu, Ozcinar, Kolotushkin, 
Kalugina & Zulfugarzade, 2019), 
and as such, these technologies 
can be implemented as suitable 
interventions to address 

For gifted middle years students, 
technology can engage them by 
enhancing the quality of gifted 
education practices in schools; 
enabling gifted education to 
expand service capabilities; and, 
transforming gifted education by 
creating new possibilities and 
directions for provision (Chen, 
Yuan Dai, & Zhou, 2013). Gifted 
education comprises a unique 
circumstance for leveraging the 
learning and (re)engagement 
opportunities founded in digital 
technologies and transforming the 
teaching and learning components 
of gifted educational practices. 
For example, Chen et al. (2103), 
emphasises how using technology 
in gifted education, can “enable, 
enhance, and transform” (p. 167) 
the educational environment 
for gifted students because 
it can improve the quality of 

gifted education by creating 
new experiences, directions, and 
possibilities.

Learning with digital technologies 
is appealing for gifted middle 
school students for several reasons 
(Housand & Housand, 2012; 
Potts, 2019). For example, digital 
technologies provide autonomy 
where students can manage their 
own learning and online projects. 
This provides opportunities 
for increasing challenges such 
as taking on group leadership 
roles to accelerate their learning. 
Online opportunities also foster 
teamwork, social interaction and 
cooperation, while also enhancing 
the development of communication 
skills (Kontostavlou & Drigas, 
2019). This in turn allows 
possibilities for innovation and 
creativity, where gifted students 
can find a wide range of learning 
resources online and gain external 
recognition and feedback from 
industry experts. Students can also 
explore their curiosities about the 
world, share their discoveries, and 
create authentic products beyond 
the boundaries and restrictions of 
the physical school walls (Ali & 
Alrayes, 2019; Eriksson, 2012). 
All these features can be leveraged 
to support underachievement and 
potentially address middle school 
gifted students’ disengagement 
from learning, before it impacts 
negatively on their secondary 
education.

Although there is an abundance 
of existent research on the role of 
technologies in gifted education, 
little work has been undertaken to 
investigate how digital technologies 
can be leveraged to specifically 
engage, and re-engage, gifted 
middle years students that target 
individual learner characteristics, 
so students can realise their full 
potential (Bergdahl et al., Nouri 

& Fors, 2020; Ali & Alrayes, 
2019; Kontostavlou & Drigas, 
2019). In addition, it is well-
known that gifted middle school 
students are becoming increasingly 
disengaged at school, and this is 
leading to “a loss of potential for 
both the individual and society as 
a whole” (Morawska & Sanders, 
2009, p. 163). There is a gap in 
empirical knowledge about how 
gifted middle years students are 
engaging with digital technologies; 
and how this can be best leveraged 
for addressing underachievement 
and disengagement in the 
classroom (Uzunboylu et al., 2019; 
Periathiruvadi et al., 2012). 

Mapping Neihart and 
Betts (2017) gifted 
profiles to engagement 
through digital 
technologies

The potential of digital technologies 
for supporting the engagement 
of gifted middle years learners 
depends upon the way they are 
leveraged through pedagogical 
decisions being made in classrooms 
(Housand & Housand, 2012). 
Neihart and Betts’ (2010) gifted 
profiles illustrate the diversities 
of gifted students, and when 
connected with the three 
engagement dimensions, for each 
gifted profile, these can uncover 
different options for personalising 
learning when using digital 
technologies. Indeed, research has 
highlighted that gifted students 
prefer independent, self-paced 
learning with digital technologies 
because it offers online, advanced, 
and complex content that can be 
self-paced (Housand & Housand, 
2012; Kontostavlou & Drigas, 
2019; McVey, 2008). Such 
technology-enhanced learning 
provides multiple engagement 
opportunities relating to challenge 

(cognitive engagement), motivation 
(behavioural, social-emotional, 
and cognitive engagement), 
academic success (through cognitive 
engagement) and validation for 
gifted students. 

Teachers can be further empowered 
to make informed pedagogical 
decisions when selecting digital 
learning technologies for gifted 
students to support their 
engagement in school (Little & 
Brian, 2011; Periathiruvadi et al., 
2012). The following vignettes 
describe and apply important 
connections, along with relevant 
examples of digital technologies 
that have the potential to provide 
new affordances for (re)engaging 
gifted middle years learners with 
their specific learning profile 
characteristics. In turn, these 
technologies will support the 
social, emotional and cognitive 
development of gifted students, 
through what Gagné (2013) terms 
as the talent developmental process; 
where their gifted abilities can 
be systematically developed into 
talents. 

Vignette for Type I Successful 
gifted learner profile

A Successful gifted middle years 
learner (Neihart & Betts, 2010), 
achieves academically in the 
classroom but works significantly 
below their ability. They tend to 
remain in their comfort zone and 
select safe activities to engage in 
that do not extend or challenge. 
These learners would benefit from 
acceleration programs in subjects 
and topics that interest them. 
One digital technology that could 
challenge a successful learner 
and stimulate their creativity 
and academic risk taking is the 
“Contraption Maker” 
(http://contraptionmaker.com/). 
This online resource provides 

Table 7. (Dis)engagement Features of the Autonomous Gifted Learner Profile  (adapted from Neihart & Betts, 2010)

Type Examples of Behavioural 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Social-Emotional 
(Dis)Engagement

Examples of Cognitive 
(Dis)Engagement

Ty
pe

 V
I: 

Au
to

no
m

ou
s

• Optimistic
• May not view academics as 

a priority 
• Learning new content 

comes easy to them 
• Successful in diverse 

environments
• Intrinsically motivated

• Good at self-regulation
• Follows areas of passion
• Good social skills in the 

classroom
• Shows tolerance and 

respect for others
• Well-liked by peers and 

teachers 

• Strongly self-directed
• Seeks challenge
• Willing to fail and learn 

from challenges
• Can be prone to 

underachievement
• Disengage due to knowing 

the content
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hands-on problems to solve and 
encourages independent learning 
and decision making whilst meeting 
curricula outcomes. For example, it 
can provide activities (e.g., creating 
wacky machines), about cause and 
effect systems through puzzles and 
brain teasers. Such stimulating 
digital experiences opens rich and 
complex conversations between 
students, their peers and teacher 
and would help extend and 
challenge the Successful gifted 
learner. 

Vignette for Type II Creative 
gifted learner

A Creative gifted middle school 
learner is very interested in making 
and producing new things. If the 
Creative learner is not provided 
with creative opportunities and 
experiences, they can easily become 
bored. Their tolerance of ambiguity 
highlights their curiosity to 
explore their environment. Digital 
technologies such as “Explain 
Everything” 
(http://explaineverything.com/) 
can provide a multimodal space 
for the Creative learner to design 
animations, annotate, narrate, 
screen cast and upload a range 
of items of interest, which can 
complement what they are learning 
in class. Creating slides with 
colours, moving, scaling, copying, 
pasting and rotating digital objects 
are some of this tool’s features that 
can engage the Creative learner’s 
imagination. Explain Everything 
also provides opportunities for 
collaborating, sharing work and 
connecting with peers. Such 
experiences allow an individual to 
become confident to explore, create 
and represent their ideas in positive 
ways, which affirms their personal 
strengths and abilities necessary 
for middle years students who will 
be transitioning into secondary 
education. 

Vignette for Type III Undercover 
gifted learner 

An Undercover middle school 
gifted learner is keen to connect 
with peers to form friendships and 
gain a sense of belonging. Their 
avoidance of new challenges, which 
arise during collaborative projects 
with their peers can reduce their 
cognitive engagement and academic 
growth. Digital technologies 
such as Voki 
(http://www.voki.com/) can 
support the Undercover learner’s 
self-confidence and provide 
opportunities to initiate their 
connection with peers. Voki is 
a digital tool that can be used 
to enhance engagement and 
understanding. It also provides a 
virtual platform for Undercover 
learners to reach out to others and 
share their achievements through 
the creation of different characters. 
For example, a student may select 
an historical figure that inspires 
them, or their favourite animal, and 
then use their own voice and script. 
Through avatars they can present 
their topics in unique and novel 
ways.  

Vignette for Type IV At-Risk 
gifted learner

The At-Risk gifted middle school 
learner finds it difficult to stay on 
task in the classroom and their level 
of participation in group projects 
and activities is limited. Providing 
diverse ways to initiate, stimulate 
and maintain their interest in a 
safe and structured environment 
would support engagement across 
the three dimensions for these 
learners. Digital technologies like 
website development tools, such as 
Weebly (https://giftedtalentedusu.
weebly.com/weebly.html) allow 
an At-Risk learner to hone in on 
a topic of individual interest and 
create an online platform that 

they can continue to build over 
time and share with peers. The 
sequential steps followed in website 
development can help a student 
navigate a set of short-term goals 
that are achievable, leading to 
enhanced cognitive engagement. 

Vignette for Type V 
Twice-exceptional gifted learner

A Twice-Exceptional middle school 
learner is gifted and has one or 
more disabilities (e.g., dyslexia, 
autism spectrum disorder, visual 
impairment) (author name 
withheld for blind peer review). 
Activities that involve novelty and 
complexity are highly regarded by 
these learners and they are good 
problem solvers (according to 
Neihart & Betts, 2017 profiles). 
Their struggle with being organised 
in class also influences their 
cognitive engagement making it 
more difficult for them to keep 
track of their learning goals and 
compete tasks. A digital-project 
based tool such as XMind 
(http://www.xmind.net/) contains 
mind mapping activities that 
can help support behavioural 
engagement and cognitive 
engagement. This can be achieved 
through online learning activities 
such as brainstorming, notetaking, 
problem solving, and planning. 
Through its stimulating colours and 
images, XMind can help Twice-
Exceptional learners better manage, 
organise documents and extend 
ideas, while encouraging them 
to record their creative ideas in a 
visually clear user-friendly format. 

Vignette for Type VI Autonomous 
gifted learner 

An Autonomous middle school 
learner may not view academic 
learning as a priority because it 
often comes easy to them. As such, 
they may not yet realise their true 
abilities as a learner which in turn 

may hinder the enhancement 
of their academic growth and 
cognitive engagement. They have 
the ability to mentor their peers 
if provided with purposeful and 
collaborative opportunities in the 
classroom. A digital technology 
that provides a platform for 
Autonomous learners to mentor 
others is Flipgrid (https://info.
flipgrid.com/). This digital space 
allows mentors and mentees 
to connect virtually and share 
ideas online in synchronous and 
asynchronous ways. For example, 
an Autonomous learner can lead a 
virtual Flipgrid session by posing 
a question or problem (e.g., global 
issues), or facilitating a group 
discussion (e.g., book reviews, 
sports demo, mystery games). 
Such an online platform allows 
Autonomous learners to enhance 
their academic risk-taking skills and 
proactively share their knowledge 
and ideas with others in fun, 
meaningful, and interactive ways; 
leading to improved investment 
and commitment to learning 
(Gibbs & Poskitt, 2010) (cognitive 
engagement dimension).

Examples of digital 
technologies for (re)
engaging gifted students

This article has explored how 
online digital technologies can 
be leveraged to engage and 
personalise learning to match 
specific gifted learner profiles (i.e., 
successful, creative, undercover, 
at-risk, twice exceptional, and 
autonomous). Such a personalised 
approach in the classroom has the 
potential to address how we may 
better use digital technologies in 
the classroom to reduce gifted 
learner underachievement. In 
contemporary education contexts 
there are also other innovative 
digital technologies, for example 
3D printing (Chien; Hsiao; 

Chang;  & Lin, 2018; Trust & 
Maloy, 2017), Virtual Reality and 
Augmented Reality (Nguyen, Jung, 
& Dang, 2019; Pilgrim & Pilgrim 
2016; Siegle, 2019), which should 
be considered as these tools have 
the potential to foster student 
engagement across gifted learner 
profiles and allow interaction with 
content in new ways. A summary of 
examples of current online digital 
technologies that teachers can use 
to engage different gifted learner 
profiles are outlined in Table 8. 
This is not an exhaustive list, and 
links to these digital resources can 
be found by using an online search 
engine.
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A special note about 
online safety

When engaging in online learning 
it is important that middle school 
teachers and students are aware of 
the need for vigilance to ensure 
safe online practices. Teachers and 
schools have their own guidelines 
and policies for such practices and 
both students and teachers need 
to understand and implement 
these. There are several useful 
resources available for both students 
and teachers on the eSafety 
Commissioner (2020a) website.  
The eSafety Commissioner’s 
(2020b) website also has a number 
of useful professional learning 
opportunities for supporting 
teachers and developing currency 
around safe online practices in their 
teaching.

Conclusion

Although there is a range of 
research on the use of digital 
technologies for supporting gifted 
students in the classroom, little 
work has been undertaken to 
investigate how, or which digital 
technologies can be leveraged 
for engaging gifted middle years 
learners with specific learner 
profile characteristics in order 
to personalise their learning. 
Engagement across the three 
dimensions (behavioural, social-
emotional, and cognitive), is 
facilitated through a technology-
rich curriculum, which is 
differentiated to meet student 
interests and diverse learning needs, 
and through pedagogies that are 
personalised, where the focus is 
on the individual gifted student. 
Concepts discussed in this article 
are key to connecting broad gifted 

learner profiles with potential 
digital technologies that can 
re(engage) individual middle years 
gifted students in the classroom. 
Such an approach has the capacity 
to provide teachers with a road map 
to strategically select and use digital 
technologies to provide stimulating 
ways to help gifted students realise 
their full potential. Harnessing 
such learning resources in new ways 
will pave the way for engaging and 
inspiring our middle school gifted 
students for the future. 
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Table 8. Examples of Online Digital Technology Resources Matched to Learner Profiles

Profile Type Online Digital Technology Resources

Type 1: Successful

• Google Meet (group collaboration)
• Socratic Seminars and debating
• NearPod (student engagement platform live lessons aligned to topics)
• Canva.com (create flyers, posters, stories, book and album covers)
• Lucid Press (online print and digital design program)
• Contraption Maker (solve problems, puzzles and brain teasers while creating whacky machines)
• InCell VR (virtual tutorial tour of a cell inside the body)
• JigSpace app (augmented reality view of objects e.g., Mars base camp)

Type II: Creative

• Game platform (e.g., Minecraft)
• YouTube for research
• Creating, critiquing and sharing videos
• Drawing, painting, designer and creating apps
• Explain Everything (design, screen casting, interactive whiteboard tool for annotating, animating, 

collaborating and narrating)
• Tinkercard (3D printing design tool)
• Smithsonian Artefacts (3D printing models)

Type III: Undercover

• Online Break-out rooms for friendship and socialisation
• Collaborative Discussion Platform 
• Joint student group creation of a business
• Google Hangouts (make video calls, phone calls, message – groups, mentors)
• Padlet, blank wall for sharing ideas, photos, videos
• Voki (create talking characters e.g., historical figures, animals)
• SamRohn 360 VR (virtual tours of factories, museums)
• Thingiverse (3D printing digital designs for Physical Objects)

Type IV: At-Risk

• PearDeck (Student Engagement Platform)
• Collaborative writing activities using (e.g., shared google doc platforms)
• Google Slides and Google Meet
• Appear In (video conferencing for collaborative small group activities e.g., mentoring)
• Technology, entertainment and design themed podcasts
• Weebly (interactive web development tool)
• Google Streets (360-degree views of world sites take and share pictures)

Type V: 
Twice-exceptional

• Coding programs (e.g., Scratch)
• Wonderopolis (ask 1,000 questions)
• Google Scholar (e.g., for research and creating digital historical timelines)
• My Study Life (organise classes, task, assignments and exams)
• LibriVox (online digital library of free public domain audio books)
• XMind (mind mapping tool e.g., relationships, summary, labels, comments and notes)
• Sites in 3D Virtual Tours (3D views of cultural sites in Europe and Asia)

Type VI: 
Autonomous

• Khan Academy and individualised online topics
• WorkBench (project-based learning platform for STEAM activities)
• WolframAlpha (computational knowledge engine that answers questions in real-time)
• TED talks and videos (Inspirational ideas and topics worth spreading)
• SchoolTube (safe video sharing and management specifically for schools)
• Flipgrid (Video recording platform interest topic talks)
• Kids World Citizen (virtual tours around the world to explore other cultures)
• Froggipedia app (augmented reality experience of frog life cycle)
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