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Learners’ perceptions of being identified as very able: insights from Modern Foreign 

Languages and Physical Education 

 

Abstract 

While learners‘ attitudes to Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) and to Physical Education 

(PE) in the UK have been widely investigated in previous research, an under-explored area is 

learners‘ feelings about being highly able in these subjects.  The present study explored this 

issue, among 78 learners (aged 12-13) from two schools in England, a Specialist Language 

College, and a Specialist Sports College. Learners completed a questionnaire exploring their 

feelings about the prospect of being identified as gifted/talented in these subjects, and their 

perceptions of the characteristics of highly able learners in MFL and PE. Questionnaires were 

chosen as the data collection method to encourage more open responses from these young 

learners than might have been elicited in an interview. While learners were enthusiastic about 

the idea of being highly able in both subjects, this enthusiasm was more muted for MFL. 

School specialism was related to learners‘ enthusiasm only in the Sports College. Learners 

expressed fairly stereotypical views of the characteristics of the highly able in MFL and PE.  

The relevance of these findings for motivation and curriculum design within both subjects is 

discussed. 

 

Keywords: Modern Foreign Languages; Physical Education; giftedness; ability; motivation. 

Background 

Issues of student uptake and motivation in Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) and Physical 

Education (PE) have been areas of interest for researchers in England for some time, albeit 

for different reasons. In MFL, there is a substantial body of literature seeking to understand 

and explain reasons for low and decreasing levels of motivation for the subject among 
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secondary age learners in England, dating at least from the 1990s.  Currently, the National 

Centre for Languages in England (CILT, 2009) reports that only 44% of 16 year olds are 

entered for the national examination taken at 16 (the General Certificate of Education, the 

GCSE) in a foreign language, and comments that in spite of various measures introduced by 

government to address the issue, ‗there is little sign yet of a recovery in take up for 

languages‘.  Figures for GCSE language entries in 2010 show further decreases in numbers, 

especially for French, which is no longer in the top ten most widely taken subjects for GCSE, 

with a fall of 48% since 1999. England shares these difficulties in uptake of language study 

among older learners with other English-speaking countries, for example the USA (Lambert, 

2001) and New Zealand (McLauchlan, 2006, cited in McLauchlan, 2007).  PE by contrast, 

although taken as a GCSE in England by a smaller percentage of pupils than is the case for 

MFL, has seen a rise in popularity, from 123,958 GCSE entries in 2002 to 166,930 in 2008 

(Gill, 2010), although 2010 did see a 9% decline in entries (The Guardian, 2010).  The 

subjects also contrast in the sense that uptake of MFL among females is higher than among 

boys (in 20010, 178,595 girls sat GCSE French, German or Spanish, compared with 136, 899 

boys), while boys tend to dominate in PE GCSE statistics (in 20010, almost twice as many 

boys (80,195) as girls (43,712) took a GCSE in PE (JCQ, 2010). 

 

These differences in uptake are matched in part by differences in the image commonly 

associated with each subject.  Research suggests that MFL has a ‗boffer‘ image (Bartram, 

2006, p.49), or is associated with being ‗square‘, because of its perceived difficulty (O‘Reilly 

Cavani, 2000, p.36).  A current, influential theory of second/foreign language learning 

motivation suggests that an important element in heightened motivation involves the learner 

having an ‗ideal self‘ image that includes the ability to speak a second language (Dörnyei, 

2005). While the ‗ideal self‘ is arguably less important for younger, adolescent learners, as 
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their self-image is not yet fully formed (Kormos & Csizér, 2008; Lamb, 2011), if language 

learning has negative image connotations for learners in England, then the ability to speak a 

language is unlikely to form part of their ‗ideal self‘.  This stands in contrast to how language 

learning may be perceived in non-Anglophone countries, where being a successful language 

learner is more closely associated with being able to access employment, travel and poular 

culture. PE by contrast seems, overall, to be viewed as a ‗fun‘ subject (Smith and Parr, 2007) 

which is popular with many students (Bailey and Dismore, 2004, Fairclough, 2003) perhaps 

because they inherently enjoy being active in interesting activities and enjoy the social aspect 

of taking part in physical activity  (Dyson , 2006).  Research by Smith and Parr (2007) found 

evidence that pupils‘ experiences of core Physical Education provided them with a break 

from academic study (echoing the findings of Thorbur and Collins, 2006) which has led 

Green (2009, p.20) to conclude that ‗it seems that primary and secondary aged pupils view 

PE as essentially recreational‘ and tend to view PE as ‗a radically different subject to others‘, 

in some ways because it takes place outside the ‗normal‘ classroom.  far as it…. This does 

not mean that learners see it as unimportant, with research indicating that the opposite is the 

case (Dismore,  Bailey and Izaki, 2006).  In particular,  Furthermore, physical competence can 

provide a student with capital that has cultural value (Evans, 2004); similarly physical skill 

level can be an important status characteristic for young people (Brock, Rovegno and Oliver, 

2009, Portman, 1995, both studies investigating attitudes towards sport in the USA). 

 

The official terms applied within the official curriculum in England to being especially able 

in each subject also differ, perhaps reflecting variation in our perceptions in that context of 

what it means to be ‗able‘ in each subject.  The very able in language learning (and other 

‗academic‘, ‗statutory‘ subjects including English, Mathematic, Science, etc.) are considered 

‗gifted‘, while those in PE, Art and Music are termed ‗talented‘ (DfEE, 2000).  Elsewhere in 



6 

 

official documentation gifted/talented learners are defined as ‗those who have one or more 

abilities developed to a level significantly ahead of their peer group (or with the potential to 

develop these abilities)‘ (DCSF, 2008, p. 1), with schools required to identify learners 

meeting this criterion and to address their needs accordingly.  Although there is much 

confusion surrounding precise definitions of both ‗gifted‘ and ‗talented‘ and how they might 

differ (Bailey et al, 2008), ‗gGifted‘ may perhaps have has connotations of learners being 

somehow endowed with a special aptitude (Freeman, 1998); ‗talented‘ seems to emphasise 

the performative aspects of PE and perhaps an element of competition.   

. 

 

In terms of their position within the curriculum in English secondary schools, the two 

subjects also differ.  Since 2004 learning a language has been compulsory only up until age 

14 in England.  PE is also an optional examination subject post-14, but remains part of the 

curriculum throughout the secondary phase.  It thus has a dual status within the 14-16 

curriculum  as something all learners must undertake at school, but which can also be 

selected for further study with a qualification attached to it. In addition, uptake for the two 

subjects is differently related to factors of social class, school type and pupil levels of 

attainment.  Uptake for MFL is considerably higher among students of overall higher levels 

of attainment, who attend independent (fee-paying) or grammar schools (schools which select 

pupils in the basis of high academic ability generally), and in schools with low levels of 

deprivation.  While PE uptake is lower in independent/grammar schools than it is in 

comprehensive (non-selective, public) schools, the discrepancies are less large than they are 

for MFL, and uptake is more evenly spread across the ability range (Vidal Rodeiro, 2007, 

2009). 
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Beyond these differences, however, there are a number of similarities between the two 

subjects in terms of questions of learner motivation and attitude.  Both may be regarded as 

highly performative in nature, involving fairly ‗public‘ displays of how well learners have 

mastered what has been taught in the lesson.  In research on language learning across a 

number of contexts, the high levels of anxiety often experienced by learners,  particularly in 

oral/aural communicative tasks, has been well-documented (e.g. MacIntyre and Gardner, 

1994, Young, 1990). Bartram (2006), citing Walqui (2000), argues that this performative 

aspect can lead to negative attitudes towards language learning. In PE,  Yli-Piipari et al 

(2009, p.: 328) comment that  lessons can ‗ trigger negative feelings such as anxiety because 

of their comparative, competitive and evaluative nature‘, adding that elements of competition 

can add to anxiety among learners  ‗regarding their level of competence relative to their 

peers‘. This view is not incompatible with the argument that  PE is seen by many learners as 

‗recreational‘ (Green, 2009, p.20);  even in such circumstances pupils may still feel ‗on 

show‘, perhaps because of the ‗status‘ aspect of the subject referred to earlier.  

 

 

Likewise, both are subjects which are commonly perceived as requiring some kind of innate 

aptitude, gift or talent for success to be possible. Bailey (2007, p.370), citing (Gagné and 

Nadeau, (1985), comments that the view that PE talent is inborn ‗ is an extremely widely held 

view among coaches and teachers‘, but adds that this view is less widely held among able 

athletes themselves, who view ‗practice, parental support and mental toughness‘ (Bailey, 

2007, p.370, citing  Durand-Bush and Salmela, 2002) as more important. In language 

learning, language aptitude is a widely-researched construct (e.g. Robinson, 2005), but about 
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which there is little consensus, particularly with regard to whether it is a fixed, unchanging 

quality inherent to learners or whether it can be developed (Sáfár and Kormos, 2008). Small-

scale research we have conducted suggests that it is not uncommon for teachers to discuss 

learners‘ suitability for language study in terms of ‗giftedness‘, i.e. as something innate and 

thus relatively unchanging.  Ortega (2010)  comments that teachers feel a sense of 

powerlessness in relation to aptitude, viewing it as ‗genetic‘, linked to ‗intelligence‘, ‗fixed‘ , 

and as ‗either or‘ – ‗either one has it, or one doesn‘t‘, although empirical evidence for such an 

assertion is lacking.   

 

In terms of what language learners themselves feel about ability or aptitude, again there is 

relatively little research evidence.  A few studies into learners‘ beliefs about language 

learning have been conducted using an instrument developed by Horwitz (1988), the Beliefs 

about Language Learning Inventory (BALLI) which touches on the concept of language 

learning ability, through an item that asks respondents whether they believe that ‗some people 

have a special ability for learning foreign languages‘.  Horwitz (1999), reviewing a range of 

studies in different learning contexts, suggests that across investigations learners show 

general agreement with such a statement. Ability in language learning is also associated with 

general high intelligence by learner respondents in a number of BALLI studies (e.g. Peacock, 

2001). Studies within England suggest, in addition,  that secondary school-aged language 

learners tend to attribute any lack of success they experience to ability factors (Graham, 2004, 

Williams et al, 2004), and that perceived proficiency declines over time among this 

population (Williams, Burden and Lanvers, 2002).  

 

Perceived competence is of course an important factor in all areas of endeavour. It may 

possibly, however,  be especially important for subjects like PE and MFL, because of their 
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performative characteristics and the perception that ‗doing well‘ in these areas is related to 

some kind of innate ability factor .  For PE this is highlighted in research by Ryan, Fleming 

and Maina (2003) among pupils aged 15-16 in England and the USA who found that  

perceived competence was central to how much students enjoyed the subject. Research by 

Biddle et al (2005)   found girls‘ perceived competence was highly significant in their 

withdrawal from sport.   Likewise, one of the most important reasons for discontinuing with 

language study post-16 in England (at a time when it was compulsory to take a GCSE in a 

language) was low perceived competence, according to a study by Graham (2004). Top 

grades at GCSE are reported to be especially difficult to obtain in MFL, in comparison with 

other subjects (Dearing and King, 2007). 

 

A number of studies have argued that  academic  ability is socially constructed, and that 

learners‘ views of what ability is tends to be influenced by factors such as classroom and 

learning organisation (e.g. Kurtz-Costes et al, 2005). Working within a theoretical framework 

based on notions of naive theories of intelligence (e.g. Cain and Dweck, 1995) and on 

research into culturally-related attributions, Kurtz-Costes et al (2005) compared learners of  

kindergarten, second, fifth, and eighth  grade ages in the USA (where ability grouping and 

high stakes test at an early age are fairly rare) with those in Germany (where tests from 

primary school onwards are used to place learners in different schools according to their 

‗ability‘).  US learners were more likely than their German counterparts to believe that ability 

is not fixed but can be ‗increased‘ through effort, with the German learners tending to see 

high effort as a sign of low ability.  The authors interpret this with reference to the early 

messages German learners receive as to whether they are ‗able‘ or not and the implications 

these have for their future academic success, i.e. if they are not directed to the ‗Gymnasium‘ 

or grammar school stream then their chances of academic success are more limited. In the 
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USA, they argue, by contrast, there is a stronger culture of belief that everyone can succeed 

and that the opportunity to attempt academic success remains open throughout one‘s lifetime. 

There is also a large body of research (e.g. Nicholls, 1978, supported by the Kurtz-Costes et 

al 2005 study) that indicates that as learners grow older (i.e. after the primary phase of 

schooling), they see the relationship between effort and ability differently from how younger 

children do, judging that the more able one is, the less effort is needed, and vice versa.  This 

is particularly the case in Western cultures.   

 

Other influences on notions of ability are explored by Hamilton (2002), who conducted case 

studies of four schools (two maintained or public, two independent) in Scotland.  Citing work 

by Rosenholtz and Simpson (1984), she takes the perspective that pupils‘ conceptualisation 

of ability is highly influenced by the conceptualisation of the construct transmitted by the 

school, which in turn is influenced by the view of ability held by society.  However, the latter 

may encompass contradictions and ‗may not reflect a consensual view of ability‘ (Hamilton, 

2002, p.592). Hamilton‘s study looks at learners from the first years of secondary school, 

across the subject areas of mathematics, English, music and art, and investigates their beliefs 

about their own ability, their conceptualisation of high ability, and their ‗understanding of a 

possible institutional model of ability as mediated by the teacher‘ (p. 596). While learners in 

the first year ‗were most likely to conceptualise high ability (...) in relation to an evaluation 

characterisation‘ (p. 597), i.e. in terms of personal strengths and weaknesses, by the fourth 

year, particularly for learners in maintained schools ‗their personal notions of ability (self-

definition) moved away from the evaluative stance and began to reflect gradings and 

comparative positions in setted and broad-banded classes‘ (p.597).  That is, constructions of 

ability became more externally based and norm-referenced, although learners retained an 
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element of internal referencing.   In spite of interviewing pupils about four distinct subject 

areas, Hamilton offers no insights about whether ability constructions differ across subjects. 

 

Looking specifically at PE, Evans and Penney (2008) argue that how ability in PE is 

construed in England has changed over the years.  They compare the 1952 and 1999 

curriculum documents for England, commenting on the extent to which ‗performative‘ 

notions of ability permeate the latter  (a conclusion also drawn by Backman, (2011) in 

relation to the PE curriculum in Sweden).  Evans and Penney (2008, p.181, citing Hunter, 

2004) further comment on discussions of how the image of the ‗good‘ pupil (their term) in PE 

‗is shaped by characteristics of competence, competition, comparison, display, skill, and 

fitness, especially within a context of PE as sport‘. They go on to argue that such a view 

results in a pedagogy that   

‗predicates a social order characterised by ―‗vertical hierarchies‖‘, in which 

individuals are ascribed positional status by virtue of how well they can perform. 

Each learns the relative un/importance and potential immutability of their own and 

others‘ ―‗ability‖‘ as well as their allocated or achieved social role (...) children 

inevitably learn to assess their ability  not with reference to their inherent potential or 

―‗educability‖‘, or how good ―‗movement feels‖‘ but to how others define, judge and 

value their performances displayed in a variety of pre-defined activity forms and 

according to externally defined norms and ideals.‘ (Evans and Penney, 2008, pp. 42-

43).  

 

Notions of talent in PE are littered with conceptual difficulties which means talent 

identification can be problematic for PE teachers (Bailey, Tan and Morely, 2004, Bailey and 

Morley, 2006), with many basing judgements on current achievement (e.g. learners arei.e. 
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chosen for school teams) rather than on potential (Bailey et al, 2004,  Bailey, Morley and 

Dismore, 2009), and overlooking non-physical characteristics in learners that can contribute 

to ‗talent‘ such as ‗cognitive, personal, interpersonal and creative aspects‘ (Bailey et al, 2004, 

p. 65).  Not surprisingly then, many researchers in PE (e.g. Flintoff and Scraton, 2006, 

Talbot, 1996) have commented on the difficulty of certain groups such as girls to fit in, let 

alone excel, in the subject given how the traditional PE curriculum privileges team games 

(OFfSTED, 2005), and values orthodox masculinity (e.g. demonstration of physical vigour; 

aggression)   that run counter to many girls‘ conceptions of their physicality and appropriate 

feminine  appearance (Cockburn and Clarke, 2002)  Other authors (e.g. Barton, 1993, p.49) 

have argued that PE ‗is the creation of an able-bodied people [which] gives priority to certain 

types of human movement‘ that perpetuates a default position where the ‗―‗norm‘‖‘ of an 

able learner in PE is an athletic, able bodied, white middle class male.   Penney (2000) has 

argued that conceptions of ‗excellence‘ within PE are usually associated within a discussion 

of performance in sport that again militates against certain groups doing well.   

 

Discussions of what it means to be ‗able‘ in language learning tend to be carried out within 

the framework of definitions of language aptitude, identified by Caroll as ‗―some 

characteristic of an individual which controls, at a given point of time the rate of progress that 

he will make subsequently in learning a foreign language‘‖ (Caroll, 1974, quoted by Sawyer 

and Ranta, 2001, p.: 310).  Carroll (1981, p.105) identified four components of language 

aptitude: (1) Phonetic coding ability, which is ‗―the ability to identify distinct sounds, to form 

association between those sounds and symbols representing them, and to retain these 

associations‘‖ (p.105), (2) grammatical sensitivity, meaning the ability ‗―to recognize the 

grammatical functions of words (or other linguistic entities) in sentence structures‘‖ (p. 105), 

(3) rote learning ability, defined as ‗―the ability to learn associations between sounds and 
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meanings rapidly and efficiently, and to retain these associations‘‖ (p. 105), and (4) inductive 

language learning, the ability ‗―to infer or induce the rules governing a set of language 

materials, given sample language materials that permit such inferences‘‖ (p. 105). Such a 

model, however, has been criticised for only reflecting aptitude in relation to a certain type of 

language learning involving  grammatical analysis and formal, less communicative language 

learning (see Krashen, 1981, for example), indicating that as for PE, ‗ability‘ in language 

learning is also context-dependent .  Likewise, in terms of how ‗doing well‘ in languages is 

viewed within the context of the research described in this article, Mitchell (2003) comments 

that the National Curriculum level descriptors for England (a set of proficiency indicators) 

lay heavy emphasis on increased accuracy as a marker of ‗doing well‘ in language learning, 

which, she argues, has little basis in theoretical terms regarding what direction progression in 

language learning really takes. 

 

In addition to examining how high ability is conceptualised within society as a whole, it 

seems important to explore also how learners feel about being highly able, whether they see it 

in a positive or negative light, something which a range of studies have aimed to do (although 

few have taken a subject-specific perspective).  Overall, the picture seems to be a mixed one.   

For example, Kerr, Colangelo and Gaeth (1988) looked at 184 gifted adolescent learners‘ 

feelings about their giftedness, and how they felt it was perceived by others (the modal age of 

learners was 16).  While the learners themselves felt positively about their giftedness, they 

felt others did not see it in this way.  They were also less positive about their giftedness in 

terms of social factors.  In a partial replication of that study, Manaster et al (1994) delved 

more deeply into how 144 gifted learners (aged 15-16) felt about their specific gift.  Like 

Kerr et al (1988), they used an open-ended questionnaire, asking questions such as ‗What 

does the term gifted mean to you?‘ ‗In what ways are you unlike most other students in your 
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school?‘ (Manaster et al, 1994,p.: 177, emphasis in the original).  They were also asked about 

the best and worst thing about being gifted.  The highest percentage of responses (53%) for 

the best thing referred to social advantages (different from the respondents in Kerr et al‘s 

(1988) study, only 29% of whom said social elements were the best thing).  At the same time, 

87% of respondents also said that social aspects were the worst thing about being gifted. 

 

Fewer studies have compared the views of gifted and non-gifted learners.  One study by 

Udvari and Rubin (1996) investigated whether school children rated more positively high 

academic achievement, academic effort, or athleticism, comparing the views of gifted and 

non-gifted learners (123 in total, aged between 8 and 12 years, with 62 gifted and 61 non-

gifted learners).  For all learners, and especially older learners, athleticism was associated 

with sociability and attractiveness, but so was high academic achievement (especially among 

gifted learners, who were also more positive towards athleticism).  There seemed to be no 

positive or negative association with being studious or non-studious by either group.  The 

authors comment that ‗It appears that as children enter adolescence, participation in athletics 

gains importance in perceptions of social acceptability‘ (Udvari and Rubin,1996, p. 216). 

 

How those not formally identified as gifted feel about the prospect of being so identified is a 

question that, to our knowledge, has not been explored.  Would such identification be 

welcomed by learners?  Such a question seems of particular interest in relation to subjects 

like MFL, where research has indicated that learners‘ disaffection with the subject stems in 

part from their lack of perceived achievement in it (Graham, 2004) and their sense that it is a 

difficult subject (QCA, 2006).  Would learners feel differently about the subject, if they were 

told they were good at it? Or would the image factors associated with the subject discussed 

above still discourage learners from liking the subject? For PE, while also being a subject 
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which learners may feel requires a special talent to do well, there may be a sense that such a 

‗talent‘ is a more desirable thing to have.  In addition, to what extent are school values 

transmitted to pupils about the value of achievement in different subject areas? In England, it 

is common for secondary schools to have a ‗specialism‘, that is, to choose an area of the 

curriculum in which they seek ‗to establish distinctive identities through their chosen 

specialisms and achieve their targets to raise standards. Specialist schools aim to develop 

centres of curriculum excellence which are catalysts for accelerated whole school 

improvement by making a step change in the way they develop educational provision and 

raise standards for all students‘ (DFES, no date).  The extent to which attending a school with 

a specialism in either languages or PE/Sport influences learners‘ perceptions of being 

gifted/talented in that area also seems worthy of exploration, as one might expect learners to 

attribute higher value to the specialism promoted in their school.  In addition, for schools 

with a language specialism, studying a language post-14 is compulsory, so it is possible that 

this might add to the sense of ‗value‘ for the subject conveyed to learners (see Coleman, 

Galaczi and Astruc, 2007). 

 

The aim of the present study was thus to gain further insights into how learners in specialist 

schools felt about  MFL and PE by exploring learners‘ perceptions of being gifted/talented, 

through the following research questions: 

 

1.  How do learners feel about identification or the prospect of identification as 

gifted/talented in  

a) MFL 

b) PE 
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2. Do learners‘ feelings about being gifted/talented  differ across the two subjects?  

3. Do learners‘ feelings differ according to the school's specialism? 

4.  What image emerges of a how learners perceive a 'successful' student in PE/MFL to be  

and what does this suggest about how pupils perceive these subjects in general? 

 We chose not to explore gender-differences in relation to the two subject areas, as these 

issues have been widely considered elsewhere (e.g. Jones, 2009 for MFL and Dismore et al, 

2006, to name but two recent studies).  

  

Method 

Participants 

Two schools were selected to be involved in the study.  They were selected on the basis of 

having a specialism in languages or sport respectively. They were matched in terms of being 

both 11-18 comprehensive schools and having broadly similar levels of attainment in terms 

of the percentage of pupils gaining five5 or more high level (A*-C) GCSE grades (including 

English and Maths), although School A had a slightly higher percentage of pupils reaching 

this benchmark at the time of the study (50%) than School B (39%). .  In School A, 50% of 

pupils reached this benchmark at the time of the study, while in School B the figure was 39%.   

Each school was approached and permission for the study to take place granted by the Head 

Teacher.  We requested access to one tutor group in Year 8 (i.e. second year of secondary 

education, aged 12-13) from both schools, to give a similar size group in each school and 

which would be made up of learners of mixed ability in terms of PE and modern languages.  

The group in School A consisted of 43 learners, in School B of 35 learners, giving a total 

sample size of 78. In terms of learners who had  in fact already been identified as highly able 

in either subject (as indicated by their responses to one of the questionnaire items, see below 
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and Appendix), across these Year 8 pupils in the two schools 16 (21%) learners had been thus 

identified for MFL, and 29 for PE (37%), as ascertained from their subsequent questionnaire 

responses.  Nine of the 16 ‗gifted‘ MFL learners were from School A, seven from School B, 

and for PE the split was 13 ‗talented‘ learners for School A, 16 for School B.  Thus a slightly 

higher percentage of learners in School A (67%) had been identified as gifted/talented in 

either subject compared with School B (57%). 

Instruments and procedures 

The questionnaire 

In order to gain a broad perspective of pupils‘ perceptions of being gifted or talented, we 

chose to use a questionnaire to gather data.  This allowed us to reach a larger sample of 

learners than interviews would permit.  We also felt that learners of this age group would be 

more likely to respond positively and openly to an anonymous and short questionnaire. No 

background details (e.g. sex) were requested from learners at all, to help to maintain this 

sense of anonymity. 

 

Fifteen questionnaire items were selected in order to tap into pupils‘ feelings about being 

gifted or talented (see Appendix). Questions 1 and 3 asked them to select from a range words 

which might convey how they would feel about the prospect of being identified as 

gifted/talented in MFL and PE respectively.  Given the lack of research into perceptions of 

high ability in PE and MFL, we were not able to draw directly on any study in selecting these 

words.  We did, however, draw on the findings of a number of previous studies into learners‘ 

more general feelings about the subjects (e.g. Bartram, 2006, Graham, 2004, O‘Reilly 

Cavani, 2000, for MFL, and Bailey and Dismore, 2004, Fairclough, 2003 for, PE) 2… to 
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generate words.  These were then piloted with a small group of secondary school learners 

(from schools not involved in the study), who commented on their clarity and 

appropriateness. In the main study, learners were also free to add a word or phrase of their 

own, and were asked to explain their selection of the one word which best conveyed how 

they felt (Qs 2 and 4).  We also wanted to explore learners‘ sense of how important it would 

be to them to be identified as gifted/talented in each subject (Qs 5-8).  Additional questions 

were designed to gain insights into pupils‘ feelings about actually being identified or not as 

gifted/talented in each subject (Qs 9-12); thus this group of questions began by asking pupils 

whether they had in fact already been so identified by their current school. Finally, and in 

order to address our fourth research question, we asked learners to list what they thought 

were the characteristics of someone who was gifted/talented in MFL or PE (Qs 13 and 14). 

 

The questionnaire was piloted with a small group of similar learners, the clarity of each item 

discussed with them and their responses analysed for any potential misunderstanding. 

 

The final questionnaire was completed by learners from Schools A and B during their tutor 

period.  It was administered by their form tutor who was asked to place completed 

questionnaires straight away in a sealed envelope for return to the researchers.  By not 

involving languages or PE teachers in the administration of the questionnaire, we hoped that 

learners would feel more able to reply honestly.  Each learner gave informed consent for the 

use of their questionnaire in the study. 

 

Analysis 
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Data were entered into SPSS, from both the closed and the open items.  The words circled by 

each respondent for Questions 1 and 3 were recorded and frequencies obtained for each word. 

Individual pupils‘ responses were also examined and the respondent coded as having an 

overall positive attitude towards the idea of being identified as gifted/talented. Where the 

respondent displayed mixed feelings, it was in most cases still possible to decide on an 

overall orientation; if this was not possible (because the respondent gave positive and 

negative words in equal number), then the word they identified as best summing up their 

feelings was taken as the deciding factor.  In both cases the equivocal nature of their feelings 

was noted. Reasons learners gave for choice of words as the most important ones for them 

were reviewed, themes that emerged identified and then used to develop codes that were then 

applied to the data.  Coding was carried out by the first author. To enhance the reliability of 

this analysis, the open-ended responses were then recoded by the first author several months 

later. The initial coding held good in the second round of analysis. The same procedures were 

followed for and coded, learners‘as were reasons for the importance/lack of importance of 

being identified as gifted/talented in each subject.  Non-parametric statistics were used to 

explore whether learners‘ feelings about being gifted/talented differed across the two subjects 

and whether these feelings differed according to the school's specialism. The characteristics 

learners associated with being gifted/talented in each subject were typed into SPSS and 

frequencies calculated. 

 

Findings 
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Research question 1 

1a.  How do learners feel about the prospect of being identified as gifted/talented in 

MFL? 

 

As outlined above, learners‘ responses to Question 1 were examined and each learner coded 

as either positive or negative towards the prospect of identification. Learners were much 

more positive than negative towards this idea than we had expected, with 67 (86%) of 

learners showing a positive orientation, and 11 (14%) a negative one.  In terms of the feelings 

learners identified, table 1 shows how many learners circled each word for MFL and how 

many chose it as the word that best summed up how they felt. As can be seen, three words 

were identified more than any others: happy, pleased and proud, and account for 65% of the 

choices made for Item 1 of the questionnaire.  They were also the words most frequently 

singled out as the one best summing up the learners‘ feelings. However, in terms of the 

reasons given for selecting the summary word (table 2), only nine (12%) students explained 

their choice by referring to their interest in, or liking of, MFL.  Only one mentioned being 

good at the subject.  Most (34 out of 78) referred to a sense of achievement. 

 

<Tables 1 and 2 about here> 

 

Table 1 shows that the most frequently circled negative word is ‗not bothered‘, which was 

also the word most often picked out as the one that summed up pupils‘ feelings among 

negative students (by 10 students).  Five of the students who chose this word explained it 

simply by giving a paraphrase of the word (e.g. I don‘t care), while three made reference to 
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not liking languages (the other two stating that they didn‘t have a reason or were in a bad 

mood!). 

 

Within these broad orientations, a small number of pupils (9) displayed mixed feelings.  Eight 

of these were mainly positive, one negative.  For the mainly positive pupils, the negative 

feelings circled indicated mainly a sense of anxiety of some form – embarrassed, burdened, 

worried, although three pupils also said they were ‗not bothered‘.  Further insights are given 

into this sense of anxiety where learners, although circling more positive than negative 

words, chose the more negative word as the one that best summed up their feelings and 

commented on it.  Comments included the following: 

 If i (sic) do badly everyone will know 

 I might not know what to do 

 I have to live up to something                                                   

All of which indicate, perhaps, a fear of not being able to live up to expectations.   

 

1b. How do learners feel about the prospect of being identified as gifted/talented in PE? 

 

Pupils‘ reactions to the idea of being identified as talented in PE were overwhelmingly 

positive, with 90% of them showing a mainly positive orientation. Feelings identified are 

given in table 3, showing that all six positive words were circled by at least 37% of learners. 

The words most often chosen as the best summing up were proud, pleased, happy and 

excited, as seen in table 3.  When the reasons learners gave for choosing their word were 
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analysed, the most popular reason was a liking of PE, given by nearly a quarter of all 

respondents (table 4). 

<Tables 3 and 4 about here> 

As in MFL, a small number of pupils expressed mixed feelings about being talented in PE, 

but all were mainly positive in their orientation.  The negative feelings they expressed within 

this were embarrassed, burdened  and worried, again, feelings suggesting a sense of anxiety  

One learner wrote ‗I would feel pressure to perform well‘, which is reminiscent of the 

sentiments expressed above in relation to MFL about the fear of not living up to expectations. 

 

Research Question 2: Do learners’ feelings about being gifted/talented differ across the 

two subjects? 

 

The results above indicate that learners are very positive about being identified as 

gifted/talented in both PE and MFL.  Indeed a cross tabulation showed that more than 75% of 

learners were positive regarding both subjects, with no  significant difference in attitude to 

each subject (Fisher‘s Exact Test).  A closer examination of learners‘ responses, however, in 

terms of the number of words circled, suggests that learners‘ attitudes do differ.  As can be 

seen from tables 1 and 3, learners circled a much greater number of feelings for PE than for 

MFL (267 versus 197).  A further analysis was conducted by giving each learner a total score 

for the number of feelings circled for each subject.  Both the median and mode values were 

higher for PE than for MFL, a difference which a Wilcoxon test for related samples showed 

to be statistically significant (z = 4.07; N = 78; p < .001).  It is possible that this difference 

suggests a greater level of enthusiasm for the idea of being gifted/talented in PE, which is 

also borne out by the fact that liking the subject was a much more common reason for 
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choosing a positive word for this subject than it was for MFL.  A higher percentage of pupils 

chose ‗not bothered‘ for MFL (5.6%) than was the case for PE (1.9%), while the reverse was 

true for ‗motivated‘ (7.1% for MFL, 11.2% for PE), which in both cases suggests that being 

identified as talented in PE means more to pupils than is the case for MFL.  More pupils 

explained their choice of word with reference to the fact that identification would spur them 

on to work harder in PE than was the case for MFL (5.1% MFL, 11.9% PE). 

 

Further items (Qs 5 and 76) in the questionnaire probed learners‘ feelings about being 

gifted/talented in the two areas by asking them to state whether it was important for them or 

not that their school identified them as being gifted/talented.  Table 5 shows the percentage of 

pupils in each subject expressing each view. 

<Table 5 about here> 

Thus while pupils feel identification is important in both subjects, such feelings are much 

more muted with regard to MFL.    A Fisher‘s Exact Test indicated that the difference in 

pupils‘ responses between the two subjects was statistically significant (p < .01). 

 

Among those who in MFL thought it was important to be identified as gifted, the reasons 

most frequently given (Q6) were that they would be ‗noticed‘ (22.5%), that MFL is important 

(22.5%), and that it would motivate them (17.5%).  Only one learner gave liking MFL as a 

reason.  In PE (Q8), by contrast, (Q8) liking the subject was the most frequently given reason 

(38.5%), followed by being noticed (21.2%) and increasing motivation (19.2%).  The 

importance of the subject was mentioned by only one learner. 

 



24 

 

Reasons given for believing that identification as gifted/talented is unimportant also differed 

across the two subjects.  In MFL, the main reasons of ‗not bothered‘ (31%), MFL as 

unimportant (17.2%), and disliking MFL (20.7%) suggest that a number of  learners, even if 

they were hypothetically ‗good‘ at MFL, would still dislike the subject and attach low value 

to it (especially if ‗not bothered‘ and ‗MFL unimportant‘ are combined).    A relatively high 

proportion also thought that identification itself was ‗unnecessary‘ (16%).  In PE the main 

reason for not feeling identification was important was that PE itself is unimportant (37.5%), 

followed by identification being unnecessary (25%), an even higher figure than for MFL. 

 

 

A further question (Q10) was whether having in fact already been identified as gifted in MFL 

by the school made any difference to how pupils felt about the importance to them of being 

thus identified.  As outlined above, a lower percentage of pupils had been identified in MFL 

than in PE.   A cross tabulation showed that for MFL there was only a small and non-

significant tendency for  those identified to think it  more important (compared with those not 

identified), and, perhaps more importantly, almost a third of those identified  (five learners) 

did not think it was important to them to have been thus singled out (table 6)  

<Table 6 about here> 

 

 

 Of these five learners, one explained they were ‗not bothered‘, two felt they were better at 

other things, one was ‗not that interested‘, another that school as a whole didn‘t matter.  For 

PE (Q12), a relatively small percentage of those identified thought it was unimportant. Their 

reasons suggest a certain modesty and perhaps a dislike of being ‗labelled‘: 
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 Because people should accept you for who you are  

 Because it doesn't matter   

 I think as long as people are praised enough they will know they are gifted 

and their results will show  

 There are other girls who are more talented and gifted than me         

 

Regarding how learners felt about having been identified or not (Items 10 and 12 in the 

questionnaire), as opposed to the importance they attached to this, reactions in MFL were 

again more mixed than they were in PE.  Of those identified in MFL, 10 learners were wholly 

positive (happy/proud), while five were less so – two were embarrassed, one scared, two not 

bothered. Another simply replied that they were half French.  Learners who had not been 

identified in MFL largely wrote that they were not bothered (23), but nine were upset or 

disappointed.   

 

By contrast, all identified students in PE were positive about it, mainly pleased, excited or 

proud.  Nine non-identified students were upset or disappointed. 

 

Research Question 3. Do learners’ feelings differ according to the school's specialism? 

 

Learners‘ feelings about being identified as gifted/talented in the two subjects in School A 

(school with language specialism) were compared with those of learners in School B (school 

with PE specialism). In tables 7 and 8 School A learners show a slightly more positive 
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attitude to MFL than do those in School B, while School B learners shows a slightly more 

positive attitude to PE. However, these differences are not statistically significant. 

<Tables 7 and 8 about here> 

Earlier it was argued that behind the equally positive response of learners to being 

gifted/talented in both PE and MFL, the greater number of words circled for PE than for MFL 

overall indicates a more positive engagement with the idea of being gifted/talented in PE.  

This holds true when the responses are examined by school: even in School A, a language 

specialist school, learners circled more words in relation to PE than they had for MFL: 

<Table 9 about here> 

Table 9 also suggests that pupils in School A circled more words overall than pupils in 

School B. These differences are statistically significant on a Mann-Whitney test for both 

MFL (z = 2.127, p = .033) and PE (z = 1.933, p = .046), and may suggest that School A 

pupils weere more positively engaged with the idea of being gifted and talented than those in 

School B.. 

 

When the schools are compared in terms of how important learners feel gifted/talented 

identification is in each subject, for MFL the schools are almost identical (table 10), a 

surprising result, given that in language colleges, all pupils are obliged to continue language 

learning post-14, unlike in non-specialist schools.  It is sometimes argued (e.g. Coleman et al, 

2007) that making languages optional post-14 has decreased their importance in learners‘ 

eyes.  Counterviews however, (e.g. Macaro, 2008), argue that learners‘ disaffection with 

language learning was widespread even when they were compulsory post-14, a view that 

gains some support from the current finding that optionality/obligatory study do not seem to 

influence the importance learners attach to being very able in the subject. 
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<Table 10 about here> 

 

For PE, however, there is a higher proportion of pupils in School B (the PE College) for 

whom being gifted/talented in PE is important. This result is statistically significant (p < .05) 

on a one-tailed Fisher‘s exact test (table 11): 

<Table 11 about here> 

Thus while it seems that having a specialism does not necessarily foster a greater 

sense of importance for language learning, the opposite may be true for PE. 

 

Research Question 4.  What image emerges of a how learners perceive a 'successful' 

student in PE/MFL and what does this suggest about how pupils perceive these subjects 

in general? 

 

For each subject in turn, learners were asked to think of the characteristics of someone who 

was gifted/talented in the subject and write them down (Qs 13 and 14). Learners‘ responses 

suggest, however, that not all of them understood what was meant by ‗characteristic‘ and may 

have confused it with ―character‖. A substantial minority wrote down the names of other 

pupils (these have been removed from the following analysis). In other cases pupils seem to 

have been thinking of another pupil who was gifted/talented and to be describing them. 

Hence the mentions of ―friendly‖ for both MFL and PE below - although research does 

suggest that younger, pre-adolescent children do in fact associate non-cognitive 

characteristics with being ‗smart‘  (see Kurzt-Costes et al, 2005).  Thus the following results 

need to be interpreted with caution. 
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Coincidentally, there were 129 mentions of characteristics for both MFL and PE. Pupils did 

not always mention the same number of characteristics for each subject. The most frequently 

mentioned characteristics for MFL were ―smart‖ (10.0%), ―brainy‖ (7.8%) and ―friendly‖ 

(7.8%) If all terms indicating ‗cleverness‘  are taken together, however, these account for 

28% of responses, indicating that being good at MFL is seen largely as a cognitive skill, 

perhaps associated with high intelligence.  Interestingly, if all terms indicating hard work or 

effort are grouped together, then these account for 17% of responses, suggesting that effort 

and ability are more closely related for this sample than one might expect from previous 

research among learners of this age . (e.g. Kurtz-Costes et al, 2005).  The association by some 

learners of hard work and giftedness is also reflected in response to other questions, e.g. 

Items 6 and 8, regarding the importance of being identified as gifted/talented:    

 It shows that if you do well and work hard teachers and the school take notice 

 yes because all my Hard work pais of (sic) 

 Because it proves we work hard 

 because it make you want to work hard 

 yes because it makes me work harder 

 Because if you do it you will feel confident and work more hard for it 

It is also apparent in a final comment from a pupil from School A  

Not all the times some one could be talented sometimes you have to work hard to be 

talented. 

Noteworthy from the above is that for some learners, hard work seems to lead to 

identification as very able, while for others, such identification can prompt increased effort 
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(perhaps through increased confidence) which then in turn may further increase attainment. 

These differing perspectives are returned to in the Discussion. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

For PE, ―Sporty‖ was mentioned most frequently (7.8%) followed by ―fit‖ (7.0%) and 

―friendly‖ (6.2%).  If all terms related to fitness, health, strength and athleticism are 

combined, however, these amount to 13% of responses.  Effort-related terms were used less 

frequently than was the case for MFL, amounting to only 5% of responses.  Interestingly, 

however, some learners attributed cognitive ability to those talented in PE (describing them, 

for example, as ‗brainy‘), with 5% of responses taking this form.  While there were few 

clearly negative adjectives given for either subject, there were more for MFL than for PE 

(which had only one, ‗annoying‘, compared with  three for MFL – ‗gay‘, ‗show off‘ and 

‗teacher pet‘ (sic)). 

Discussion 

 

In response to our first two research questions, regarding learners‘ feelings about the prospect 

of being identified as gifted/talented in the two subjects, and whether these feelings differed 

according to the subject, we found that learners were overwhelmingly positive about the 

prospect.  There was no statistically significant difference in terms of the numbers of pupils 

giving positive responses between subjects.  This was unexpected and suggests that learners 

would like to be considered able in MFL as much as they would for PE, in spite of the more 

favourable image usually associated with the latter.  This adds weight to the argument 

(Author 1, forthcoming) that the perceived difficulty of language learning is the most 

important factor in learners‘ lack of motivation for the subject. Nevertheless, in spite of this 
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positive response for both subjects, there was a more subtle indication of greater enthusiasm 

for the idea of being very able in PE, suggested by the greater number of feelings expressed 

by respondents in relation to PE. Additional insights were provided by the reasons learners 

gave for their feelings, with far more students justifying their choice of word by saying they 

liked PE than was the case for MFL.  A sense of achievement was an important reason for 

MFL, perhaps again underlining its image as a difficult, cerebral subject.  Being noticed was 

important for learners in both subjects, perhaps underlining learners‘ sense that school is a 

competitive environment.  In both subjects, a small number of learners expressed some 

anxiety about the prospect of being identified, with a sense that they were worried about 

increased pressure.  

 

The greatest divergence between the subjects was seen in how important learners felt it was 

to be identified as highly able in the two subjects. Having in reality been so identified did not 

increase the likelihood of learners seeing identification as important for either subject. 

However, learners were more likely to see identification as important in PE rather than in 

MFL, again giving liking for the subject as the main reason. For MFL, being noticed was the 

main reason for importance, alongside the importance of the subject.  This must be set against 

those who did not feel identification in MFL was important and gave reasons that reflected 

the generally low value they attributed to the subject, which seems to echo findings of 

previous, larger studies (e.g. Stables and Wikely, 1999).  Strikingly, five learners who had 

been identified as gifted/talented in MFL did not feel such identification was important to 

them. 

Attending a school with a language specialism had relatively little impact on learners‘ 

feelings about gifted identification for MFL.  While learners at School A were more positive 
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about the idea than those in School B, this was not statistically significant.  This was true also 

of the importance they attached to identification.  On the other hand, for PE, learners in 

school B attached more importance to identification in this subject compared with learners in 

School A (even though overall learners in School A showed more enthusiasm for the idea of 

being gifted/talented across the two subjects). Why subject specialism should seem to have a 

greater impact on learners‘ views of a subject for PE than for MFL is not clear, nor why 

gifted/talented identification was more ‗popular‘ in one school than another. The latter may 

relate to the higher percentage of learners in School A who had been identified  (67% versus 

57% in School B), suggesting perhaps that the notion of gifted/talented identification played a 

bigger role in School A than in School B, which may have influenced learners‘ perceptions . 

It may also relate to differences in the two schools‘ cultures in terms of how much emphasis 

is placed by each school on high attainment, and how much prominence is given in each to 

Gifted and Talented identification.  A more in-depth study of the schools‘ policy and practice 

in these areas would be needed to gain further insights into this issue. For MFL, tThe findings 

do however also contradicts those of Coleman et al (2007), whose study indicates that 

learners in Specialist Language colleges have more positive attitudes to language learning 

than those in schools without such a specialism.  The present study does, however, cover a 

much smaller sample than that of Coleman et al (2007). 

 

In terms of the characteristics learners associated with being highly able in the two subjects, 

the cognitive, cerebral aspects of language learning seemed to be at the forefront of learners‘ 

minds, which suggests that these learners associate high ability in languages with high 

intelligence, similar to the findings of the BALLI studies (e.g. Peacock, 2001). This focus on 

the cognitive aspects of language learning ignores the broader social, communicative and 
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interaction-based knowledge and skills that are meant to be developed through the secondary 

national curriculum for MFL in England (QCA, 2007a).  Effort was also relatively frequently 

mentioned, but not for PE, which is surprising, given the importance usually attached to 

regular training and practice for high achievement in sport (Bailey, 2007).  For PE, the more 

frequent mentions of characteristics clustered around fitness, strength, health and athleticism 

seem to suggest that learners have taken on board the dominant image of ability in PE 

highlighted in the literature (Evans, 2004), and reflected in the tendency of teachers to ignore 

broader, non-physical aspects when making talent identification judgements (Bailey et al, 

2004) ). Again, the secondary national curriculum for PE in England is intended to develop a 

range of skills in learners, including  ‗the ability to use tactics, strategies and compositional 

ideas to perform successfully. When they are performing, they think about what they are 

doing, analyse the situation and make decisions‘ (QCA 2007b). Thus for both subjects, 

learners seem to have acquired fairly stereotypical views of what it means to be highly able, 

which do not fully reflect the range of skills and attributes called upon by both subjects... 

 

For MFL, effort was relatively frequently mentioned as a characteristic of highly able 

learners,  but not for PE, which is surprising, given the importance usually attached to regular 

training and practice for high achievement in sport (Bailey, 2007).  Across both subjects, how 

learners perceived the relationship between effort and identification of high ability was 

complex, as expressed in their statements about why they would feel positive about being 

identified as very able. It was noted that some learners indicated that effort led to 

identification, others that identification prompted further effort.   The first of these responses 

seems to be out of line with previous research findings that suggest that around about the start 

of secondary schooling, learners start to associate being ‗smart‘ with achieving highly but 



33 

 

with little effort (see Keogh and Whyte, 2008, p. 82, who found this to be the case among 11 

year old learners in Ireland). Perhaps what the present sample of learners is expressing most 

strongly is a desire to have their efforts recognised and valued by their teachers (B’because it 

proves we work hard’). This desire also seems apparent in the other set of statements that 

suggest effort follows being identified as able: that learners need recognition of ‗doing well‘ 

in order to commit effort to a curriculum subject.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study has shed light on the attitudes of learners in England to two subject areas, Physical 

Education and Modern Foreign Language study, by taking a perspective which, to our 

knowledge, has not been previously adopted in research: namely exploring learners‘ feelings 

about the idea of being identified as very able in each subject area.  It thus goes beyond 

previous research that has looked at learners‘ reasons for continuing or not continuing with 

these subjects beyond the compulsory phase.  The fact that learners in our sample generally 

like the idea of being identified as very able in both subjects suggests that a sense of 

achievement is a key motivating factor, as one might expect.  For MFL, learners were more 

positive about the idea than we had expected, although still less positive than they were about 

the prospect in PE.  High ability seemed to be viewed in both subjects from a fairly 

stereotypical standpoint – with MFL viewed as a highly cognitive, cerebral subject, and PE 

associated with health, fitness and athleticism.  Whether learners see these characteristics as 

innate and fixed, or malleable and amenable to development through effort, is a particularly 

interesting question, which seems to have received less attention in the context of the 

curriculum in England than elsewhere. Further research is needed to explore this last question 
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in greater detail, as it is likely to provide further insights into learners‘ motivational 

perspectives, given that it has been argued that holding an ‗essentialist‘ view of ability 

(i.e.fixed)  leads to the development of more limiting performance (competition-focused) 

goals rather than mastery or learning goals (Cain & Dweck, 1995).  In addition, research into 

teachers‘ views about what it means to be highly able in MFL,  and further work in PE 

building on that of Bailey et al (2004, 2009),  would add to the picture, with the possibility 

that learners‘ views the fairly stereotypical image learners have of the qualities needed in 

each subject  are a reflection of the messages that are conveyed through the school 

environment, and especially by what their teachers believe.  Finally, further research into 

these issues across a wider range of curriculum subjects would enhance our understanding of 

learners‘ conceptions of ability across different domains..  

 

Acknowledgements:  To be added post-review 

 

Appendix 

This questionnaire is anonymous so please do not write your name on it. 

We are interested in finding out how you feel about being identified as ‗gifted‘ or ‗talented‘ 

in  

 Modern Foreign Languages (MFL);  for example French, German, Spanish   

 Physical Education (PE).  

Please answer the following questions as honestly as you can: 

1.  How would you feel if the school identified you as gifted/talented in MFL?  Ring the 

words below that describe how you would feel (you can ring more than one word) or 

add a word or sentence of your own in the space provided below: 

happy  upset  pleased  disappointed  motivated  not bothered 

 proud  embarrassed excited   worried  special  

 burdened 

           



35 

 

If none of the above words are appropriate please use a word or sentence of your own: 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2.Choose one word that you have used in Q.1  which best describes your feelings and explain 

why you feel this way 

The word is: …………………………..  

I feel like this because 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3. How would you feel if the school identified you as gifted/talented in PE?  Ring the words 

below that describe how you would feel (you can ring more than one word) or add a word or 

sentence of your own in the space provided below 

happy  upset  pleased  disappointed  motivated  not bothered 

 proud  embarrassed excited   worried  special  

 burdened 

If none of the above words are appropriate please use a word or sentence of your own: 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4. Choose one word that you have used in Q.3  which best describes your feelings and 

explain why you feel this way 

The word is: …………………………..  

I feel like this because 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

5. Is it important to you to be identified by your school as being gifted / talented in MFL?   

YES / NO (delete one) 

6. Please explain your answer to Question 5. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

7.  Is it important to you to be identified by your school as being gifted / talented in PE?   

YES / NO (delete one) 

8. Please explain your answer to Question7. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

9. Has  your current school identified you as being gifted / talented in  MFL?  

YES __    NO__  (tick one) 

 

10. How has this made you feel? 

………………………………………………………………………………… 
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11.   Has  your current school identified you as being gifted/talented in  PE?  

YES __   NO__  (tick one) 

 

12.  How has this made you feel? 

………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

13. Please think of the characteristics of someone who is gifted and talented in MFL and list 

them below 

 

14. Please think of the characteristics of someone who is gifted and talented in PE and list them 

below 

 

15.  If there is anything else about gifted and talented pupils in MFL ad PE you would like to tell us 

about please write it below  

 

THANK YOU for your help. 
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Tables 

 

Table 1: Responses to the prospect of being identified a gifted/talented in MFL (N=78) 

Word  Number of 

times circled 

Valid Percent Number of 

learners 

identifying as best 

summing up word 

Valid Percent  of 

all choices 

 

Pleased 

Proud 

Happy 

Motivated 

Excited 

Special 

 

Not bothered 

Embarrassed 

Burdened 

Worried 

Upset 

Disappointed 

 

Other 

Total 

 

44 

43 

41 

14 

13 

12 

 

11 

6 

2 

2 

2 

2 

 

5 

197 

 

22.3 

21.8 

20.8 

7.1 

6.6 

6.1 

 

5.6 

3.0 

1.0 

1.0 

1.0 

1.0 

 

2.5 

100 

 

16 

20 

19 

3 

4 

0 

 

10 

1 

2 

1 

1 

0 

 

1 

78 

 

20.5 

25.6 

24.4 

3.8 

5.1 

0 

 

12.8 

1.3 

2.6 

1.3 

1.3 

0 

 

1.3 

100 

 

Table 2: Reasons for choosing the summary word for feelings about MFL 

Reason Frequency Valid percent 

Sense of achievement/a good 

thing 

Like MFL 

Would stand out 

Don‘t care 

Dislike MFL 

Would spur me on 

Would please parents 

Too high expectations of me 

Good at MFL 

38 

 

8 

8 

5 

4 

4 

2 

2 

1 

50.0 

 

10.5 

10.5 

6.6 

5.3 

5.3 

2.6 

2.6 

1.3 



50 

 

Embarrassed 

Other 

 

Total 

Missing 

Total 

1 

3 

 

76 

2 

78 

1.3 

3.9 

 

100 
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Table 3: Responses to the prospect of being identified a gifted/talented in PE (N=78) 

Word  Number of 

times circled 

Valid Percent Number of learners 

identifying as best 

summing up word 

Valid Percent 

Proud 

Pleased 

Happy 

Excited 

Motivated 

Special 

Embarrassed 

Not bothered 

Worried 

Burdened 

Upset 

Disappointed 

Other 

Total 

52 

51  

48 

32 

30 

29 

5 

5 

5 

3 

1 

0 

6 

267 

19.5 

19.1 

18.0 

12.0 

11.2 

10.9 

1.9 

1.9 

1.9 

1.1 

0.4 

0 

2.2 

100 

16 

11 

10 

10 

7 

8 

1 

5 

3 

2 

0 

0 

5 

78 

 

20.5 

14.1 

12.8 

12.8 

9.0 

10.3 

1.3 

6.4 

3.8 

2.6 

0 

0 

6.4 

100 
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Table 4: Reasons for choosing the summary word for feelings about PE 

Reason Frequency Valid percent 

Like PE 

Sense of achievement/a good 

thing 

I would stand out 

Would spur me on 

Good at PE 

No good at PE 

Dislike PE 

Too high expectations of me 

Total 

Missing 

Total 

19 

12 

 

12 

8 

7 

5 

2 

2 

67 

11 

78 

28.4 

17.9 

 

17.9 

11.9 

10.4 

7.5 

3.0 

3.0 

100 

 

 

 

Table 5: Is being identified as gifted/talented important to you (% of pupils for each subject)? 

 

   Important   Not important  Not stated/unsure 

MFL   56.4    41   2.6   

PE   71.8    24.4   3.9 

 

    Table 6: Views of those already identified as gifted/talented by school:                                                                 

    Important   Not important 

MFL identified  68.8%    31.3% 

MFL not identified  54.4%    45.6%  

PE identified   86.2%    13.8% 

PE not identified  66.7%    33.3%  

Table 7: Cross tabulation of attitude to MFL by school 

 

    Overall Positive or Negative  
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for MFL 

    Negative Positive Total 

 School 

A 

Count 

4 39 43 

    % within School 9.3% 90.7% 100.0% 

  School 

 B 

Count 

7 28 35 

    % within School 20.0% 80.0% 100.0% 

Total Count 11 67 78 

  % within School 14.1% 85.9% 100.0% 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 8:  Cross tabulation of attitude to PE by school 

    

Overall Positive or Negative for 

PE  

    Negative Positive Total 

 School 

A 

Count 

6 37 43 

    % within 

School 

14.0% 86.0% 100.0% 
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  School  

B 

Count 

2 33 35 

    % within 

School 

5.7% 94.3% 100.0% 

Total Count 8 70 78 

  % within 

School 

10.3% 89.7% 100.0% 
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Table 9: Number of feelings circled, by school: 

School   

Total Number of Feelings 

Chosen for MFL 

Total Number of Feelings 

Chosen for PE 

School 

A 

Mean 

2.88 3.81 

  N 43 43 

  Std. Deviation 1.117 1.803 

  Median 3.00 4.00 

School 

B 

Mean 

2.34 2.94 

  N 35 35 

  Std. Deviation 1.282 1.697 

  Median 2.00 3.00 

Total Mean 2.64 3.42 

  N 78 78 

  Std. Deviation 1.216 1.798 

  Median 3.00 3.50 
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Table 10:  Cross tabulation of school by importance of Gifted/Talented in MFL 

    Is being Gifted/Talented Important in MFL  

 School   

Not 

Important Important Total 

 School 

A 

Count 

17 24 41 

    % within 

School 

41.5% 58.5% 100.0% 

  School 

B 

Count 

14 20 34 

    % within 

School 

41.2% 58.8% 100.0% 

Total Count 31 44 75 

  % within 

School 

41.3% 58.7% 100.0% 
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Table 11:  Cross tabulation of school by importance of Gifted/Talented in PE 

    

Is being Gifted/Talented 

Important in PE  

 School   

Not 

Important Important Total 

 School 

A 

Count 

14 27 41 

    Expected 

Count 

10.4 30.6 41.0 

    % within 

School 

34.1% 65.9% 100.0% 

  School 

B 

Count 

5 29 34 

    Expected 

Count 

8.6 25.4 34.0 

    % within 

School 

14.7% 85.3% 100.0% 

Total Count 19 56 75 

  Expected 

Count 

19.0 56.0 75.0 

  % within 

School 

25.3% 74.7% 100.0% 

 

 


