
On Talent Development:
A Conversation with

Benjamin Bloom

t led you to study die 
\\/ development of lnunense- 
W ty talented people?
I've been studying learning for over 

40 years. My first set of studies in 
volved differences among the states. 
We found that states varied enormous 
ly in the kind of learning they pro 
duced and that the differences were 
quite stable. States that were low in  
say 1940 were still low 40 years later.

Then we did similar studies interna 
tionally, trying to understand why stu 
dents learn so much better in some 
countries than others. After that we 
studied extremes, for example, compar 
ing learning when there was a teacher 
for 30 students with results when each 
student was tutored by a very capable 
teacher. In these many studies we were 
finding very positive effects of excellent 
conditions of learning in the home and 
the school how teachers teach, and so 
on. I decided that the best way to 
understand the utmost limits of learning 
would be to study people who had 
continued to learn over many years and 
had become tops in their field. So this 
study of talent development is one of a 
long list of studies I had planned for 
many years.

At first impression it seems quite 
different from your usual focus. 
You have emphasized mastery 
learning, which is intended to 
equalize educational attainment. 
It would seem tiiat it's quite a 
different matter to investigate die 
development of a small group of 
extremely successful people.

RONALD S. BRANDT

Bloom

Respected throughout the world for his research on human growth and learning, for his 
conceptualization of mastery learning, and for his famous Taxonomy of Educational 
Objectives, Benjamin Bloom is one of America's most distinguished educators In this 
interview, he comments on the findings of his study of the development of 120 young men 
and women who had reached the highest levels of accomplishment Olympic swimmers, 
world-class tennis players, concert pianists, great sculptors, research mathematicians, and 
research neurologists reported in his new book. Developing Talent m Young People

I firmly believe that if we could 
reproduce the favorable learning and 
support conditions that led to the de 
velopment of these people, we could 
produce great learning almost every 
where. The basic differences among 
human beings are really very small. 
On some kinds of learning we differ 
very little, but in others we differ 
greatly especially for the types of 
learning that require enormous time, 
motivation, and the like. For example, 
our pianists studied an average of 17

years to become internationally fa 
mous concert pianists. It's very rare to 
find anybody devoting 17 years to any 
kind of continuous learning. 
You're not saying that given die 
right circumstances, |ust anybody 
could be a great pianist or neurol 
ogist, are you?

I don't really want to go that far. I 
would say that if the love of music is 
inspired in a country, then all the 
people in that country will learn mu 
sic. For example, almost all Hungar-
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ians learn to love the music of that 
country and learn to sing and play it 
very well. That doesn't mean that we 
have that many Hungarian concert 
pianists. In every nation and every 
endeavor, some excel over others be 
cause they put more of themselves 
into it The point is that under favor 
able learning conditions most people 
reach a high level of excellence. What 
we need to consider is how to get 
virtually all to love music, to enjoy art, 
to learn mathematics, or whatever.

An unavoidable problem with the 
kind of retrospective research 
you've conducted is that there are 
not, and cannot be, control 
groups. Is it possible that other 
children raised in similar ways 
are less successful and that the 
people you studied actually suc 
ceeded because of some undis 
covered factors?

Well, I think the study tells us some 
general things that apply across the 
board We at one time thought that the 
development of a tennis player would 
be very different from the develop 
ment of a concert pianist or a sculptor 
or a mathematician or neurologist. 
What we've found is that even though 
the content and the procedures may 
be enormously different in each field, 
there is a common set of characteris 
tics in the home, the instruction, and 
the like. There is a very general proc 
ess that seems to be central to the 
development of talent no matter what 
the field. My students at Northwestern 
University are now studying other tal 
ent fields such as poets, authors, and 
concert singers, among others, and 
they're finding much the same pro 
cesses at work.

It is quite true that we've only stud 
ied the successful people and haven't 
asked much about the unsuccessful. 
However, we did study a small group 
of people who didn't quite make it to 
the highest level, and we found that 
there were a number of chance or 
accidental conditions that seemed to 
get in the way. For example, one per 
son was as good by age 15 as the best 
of our tennis players, but when he 
chose a college he didn't inquire 
about the tennis coach. When he ar 
rived at the college he was amazed to 
find that it did not nave a good tennis 
coach. That son of thing didn't happen 
to the extremely talented people we 
studied. Each new step was planned

very carefully with the help of former 
teachers, experts in the field, and the 
parents.

What I'm saying is that two individ 
uals can be at almost the same level at 
age 15 but one goes on to the champi 
onship and the other doesn't because 
of certain learning and support condi 
tions.

What should parents know as 
a result of your study? What 
can educators help them under 
stand about developing talented 
children?

What we're finding is that parents' 
own interests somehow get communi 
cated to the child. I guess it's a little 
like the way religious parents' interest 
in religion gets communicated to their 
children. They don't ask their 5-year- 
old, "Would you like to learn the 
various things you need to learn to be 
a religious person?" We don't ask a 
child, "What mother tongue would 
you like to learn?" Everybody takes it 
as natural that if the parents' major 
language is English, the children will 
learn to speak English. Similarly, we 
found that the talent which was later 
developed so highly music, for ex 
ample, or swimming was something 
that the parents thought was "natural" 
for their children to learn and enjoy.

But it went beyond that. We found 
over and over again that the parents of 
the pianists would send their child to 
the tennis lessons but they would take 
their child to the piano lessons. And 
we found just the opposite for the 
tennis homes.
Your book also says, I think, that 
parents of these highly talented 
people had strong achievement 
motivation.

Yes, we found that almost all the 
parents embraced the work ethic. 
They insisted on things being done 
well. They expected that one should 
work before one plays, that one always 
tries to do his or her best, and that 
each try should be better than the one 
before. Virtually all these parents 
seemed to embrace this idea and to 
communicate it to their children. 
Do your findings suggest ways 
educators can develop the talents 
of die children they teach?

Well, they do a very good job in 
sports. There's nothing we can tell 
coaches in high schools and colleges. 
But when we get beyond sports, things 
are sporadic, accidental. Students may

have a good teacher one year and a 
very poor one the next. And even in 
the academic subjects, all kinds of 
chance circumstances are at work.

For example, our mathematicians 
had great difficulty with teachers who 
insisted that they must learn math 
exactly as it was written in the book. A 
student may have been doing calculus 
on his own while he was expected to 
learn algebra by rote. Schools do not 
seem to have great tolerance for chil 
dren who are out of phase with other 
students in their learning process. 
Are there other things educators 
can gain from this knowledge of 
how people develop talent?

When educators try to develop tal 
ent, they often go about it by looking 
for the one in a hundred or the one in 
a thousand rather than expecting that 
virtually all can learn a particular talent 
field satisfactorily, and that the best 
will go even further. I think schools 
are wrong if they are highly selec 
tive in providing special learning 
experiences
Are you saying it's not a good idea 
to use screening devices to identi 
fy talented students?

I am not opposed to screening de 
vices to discover talent in order to do 
something about it as long as the 
instruments measure performance 
and achievement rather than particu 
lar "aptitudes." We in this country 
have come to believe that we can tell 
who is going to become a great musi 
cian by giving musical aptitude tests, 
who's going to be a great mathemati 
cian by giving mathematics aptitude 
tests. Doing that counts some people 
in and others out far too early. 
What is a better approach?

All the children should be given 
opportunities to explore fields that 
they might be interested in. Then 
gradually the students can narrow 
their interests to particular fields, 
learn them to a high level, and devel 
op a long-term commitment to one or 
more talent fields.
I believe your research found that 
those who became highly talent 
ed in a field were usually intro 
duced to that field in a playful 
way. Does that suggest that chil 
dren's encounters with school 
subjects should be playful at first?

Alfred North Whitehead wrote 
about that in 1929 in The Aims of 
Education, and we discovered it when
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we were about hallway through our 
study. Whitehead believed that there 
are rhythms of learning. For example, 
no matter at what age you start learn 
ing science, you should begin to learn 
it playfully, almost romantically, with 
wonderful teachers who make it excit 
ing and interesting. Then, one moves 
to what Whitehead called the stage of 
precision, where you learn the under 
lying principles and develop great ac 
curacy and skill in the field. That al 
lows you to move to a third level, 
where a master teacher helps you to 
develop new ways of looking at the 
subject, new ways of participating in it, 
and your own unique style in the field.

Whitehead thought this had nothing 
to do with age; it had to do with the 
way you introduced a subject like 
mathematics to any learner. In most 
schools, we ignore what Whitehead 
was trying to tell us We begin almost 
all instruction with precision and accu 
racy when we should begin with 
something more exciting, romantic, 
and playful.
Your study of highly successful 
people does help us understand, 
then, how all students could be 
more successful.

I am confident that virtually all peo 
ple have enormous potential for 
something. The problem is to find 
some way of unearthing what that is 
and to make it possible for them to 
excel in the things they find most 
interesting.

I don't mean that all of them could 
or should become world-class per 
formers in a particular field. We could, 
for example, produce a million great 
pianists but we probably don't have 
a need for that many concert pianists. 
Nevertheless, almost everyone can en 
joy making music, and it is worth 
learning for its own sake. Not many 
people are going to become profes 
sional musicians or champion tennis 
players, but many more people can 
learn these and other valuable things 
if we improve the conditions for 
learning D
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New? MANAGEMENT OF THE 
PUBLIC SCHOOL LOGISTICAL SYS 
TEM by George W. Harris, |r. G radu 
ate students and practitioners alike will 
hail this unique guide to school logis 
tics. Six logically organized sections 
comprise the book: logistical and 
managerial foundations; logistical 
limits and objective direction; control 
of electronic services; managing the 
school district's financial nerve center; 
providing specialists, materiel and pro 
tection; and routine yet essential tasks 
and techniques of the school logisti- 
cian. '85, $29.75

New.' E DUCATORS, CHILDREN 
AND THE LAW edited by Lynn Samete 
and Caven S. Mcloughlin. This book 
addresses a variety of legal topics re 
lated to children and their education. 
The contributors analyze children's, 
teachers' and parents' rights; special 
education and the law; multicultural le 
gal issues; juvenile justice; and educa 
tors' knowledge of the law as it applies 
to children. Concluding chapters ad 
vise the educator who becomes in 
volved in the legal system. '85, $26.75

New.' CAREER-LONG TEACHER 
EDUCATION ediled by Peter |. Burke 
and Robert G. Heideman. T he contrib 
utors assemble data on the preservice, 
induction, and inservice phases of 
teacher education to provide a com 
plete picture of the process. Initial 
chapters form a basis for developing a 
model for continuous teacher prepara 
tion. Discussions follow on teacher 
preparation for different levels, ongo 
ing professional growth, the career lad 
der concept, and a plan of action. '85, 
$27.75

LEGAL AND POLITICAL ISSUES IN 
SPECIAL EDUCATION by lames |. 
Cremins. I nitial chapters in this text 
present a historical overview of special 
education, trace the role of the federal 
government, and analyze the enforce 
ment of special education laws. The 
author examines such controversial 
topics as minimum competency test 
ing, extending the school year for 
handicapped students, and expulsion 
and suspension of handicapped stu 
dents. He also stresses the need for 
parents to serve as advocates for their 
handicapped children. '83, $25.75

New/ I NNOVATIVE SCHOOL 
DISCIPLINE by |ohn Martin Rich. This 
concise text offers innovative ap 
proaches to the persistent problem of 
school discipline. It presents a broader 
perspective of school discipline; a basis 
for comparing models of discipline; the 
latest research on educational policy, 
school effectiveness, and classroom 
management; and fresh insights from 
administrators who have conquered 
the problem. The author includes his 
own theory of discipline, based on an 
understanding of authority and human 
relationships. Aug. '85, about $ 1 7.50

New/ LEGAL SOURCE BOOK FOR 
PUPIL PERSONNEL SPECIALISTS by 
(errold D. Hopfengardner, Frank L. 
CKDell and Glenn W. Soden. The for 
mat and content of this text combine to 
help readers quickly locate and under 
stand essential legal data. The authors 
delineate legal principles and pro 
cesses, terminology, rights and respon 
sibilities, and specific legal caveats for 
pupil personnel specialists. Various 
study aids are found throughout the 
text. The writing is informal and easy to 
read. '85, $24.50

New.' IMPROVING READING 
SKILLS IN THE CONTENT AREA by 
Donald C. Cushenbery. Because it was 
developed in line with teachers' ex 
pressed needs as well as the latest re 
search, this volume will appeal to a 
broad range of educators. It focuses on 
the inextricability of reading from con 
tent areas and vice versa. The author 
blends diverse topics the place of 
reading in the curriculum, evaluation, 
skills development, motivation but he 
gives each insightful coverage and fo 
cuses each on practical applications in 
content area classrooms. 135, $19.75

ADULT-CHILD INTERACTIONS: A 
Book for Adults Who Work with Chil 
dren by David Rice. Based on the ideas 
of Piaget and Bateson, this book 
describes specific ways of making in 
teractions with children more effective, 
examines the use of adult-child dyads, 
and considers the limitations of various 
other models. The author uses tran 
scripts of adult-child interactions to il 
lustrate successes and failures in 
bringing about behavior change in a 
child. '84, $ 78.75
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