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Gifted children who think in pictures
EbruYaman

 Schools editor

HIGHLY intelligent children
can be branded “lazy” or “aver-
age” students because of a
learning difficulty that
depresses their IQ, according to
an expert in gifted education.

Clinical psychologist Lesley
Sword said this group of stu-
dents, known as “gifted visual
spatial learners”, did not
respond well to traditional
teaching methods that
depended on verbal and audi-
tory skills.

Dr Sword, who runs the
Gifted Resource Centre in

Melbourne, has worked with
gifted children for nine years
and has been specialising in
visual spatial learners for the
past four years

In that time, she has ident-
ified more than 200 gifted chiI-
dren as visual spatial learners.

Dr Sword, who will deliver
her paper, “I Think i n  Pic-
tures, You Teach in Words” at
a University of NSW seminar
today, said this type of child
thought in images and had to
visualise information in order
to learn.

“There is a mismatch
between their learning style.. .
and the way in which school

material is usualIy presented
to them,” she said.

Dr Sword said these stu-
dents were in a catch-22 situ-
ation where their giftedness
and their learning difficulty
cancelled each other out and
they were therefore perceived
as average.

As a result, they did not
realise their potential and
many dropped out of school as
early as Year 10.

“Their high intelligence
allows them to compensate for
their weakness . . . these two
exceptionalities tend to mask
one another so that neither
difficulty is readily apparent,"

Dr Sword said. Achievement
at school required an, under-
standing of their learning style
and modifications to the way
teaching material was pres-
ented.

Among Dr Swords recom-
mendations for teaching these
students is that they are seated
at the front of the class to
minimise distractions; oral
directions of more than two or
three steps should be written on
the blackboard; all school work
including class work should be
done on computer wherever
possible; and a sight approach
should be taken to spelling and
reading, rather than phonics.

Jo Freitag has been teaching
her youngest child, I2-year-old
Christian, at their Melbourne
home since he was eight.

 Christian has been ident-
ified as a gifted visual spatial
learner and MS Freitag said
understanding his learning
style had helped her make his
lessons more effective.

“He has always seen the big
picture rather than seeing the
steps there,” MS Freitag said.

“For visual spatial learners it
can be like learning in a for-
eign language, while they can
picture the information
quickly, they can struggle to
translate it to words.”


