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DARE TO TRANSFORM:
Fostering the Talent in Each Child

Allen M. Huang

Recent innovations in technology and the years of the pandemic have highlighted
the importance of preparing young individuals for their future in a new way. We must
continue to reflect on and transform the educational process based on the latest research
on talent and skill development. Having spent numerous years working in the education
sector in Taiwan and the United States, | am eager to impart my insights and knowledge to
advocate forimproved education for the next generation.

For this presentation, | will address four themes in fostering talent in all children: 1)
uncovering a child’s unique talent, 2) fostering a child’s desire to learn, and 3) embracing
the principle that “it takes a whole village to raise a child.” Using these themes, we must
strive to implement targeted strategies ensuring that every child receives personalized
guidance and encouragement tailored to their needs and potential. Lastly, this
presentation includes an overview of challenges and opportunities for charting pathways to
new heights for all learners in Taiwan’s educational system.

Defining Talent

There are multiple definitions of talent which illustrate the complexity of this
concept. In response to diverse definitions, | aim to present a reconceptualized model of
talent, which synthesizes the existing literature to offer a more comprehensive
understanding. Talent is comprised of two separate components: natural talents and
learned talents, both of which are important to individual achievement. A third component,
support, is necessary to bring talents to fruition. Figure 1 describes how the interrelated
components of talent can be transformed into achievement.

Figure 1 From Talent to Success
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Each individual is born with a unique constellation of natural talent across various
domains. For instance, a child who creates intricate and imaginative drawings or
sculptures may possess an innate talent for visual arts. Likewise, a child who easily learns
to play musical instruments or creates original songs may have a natural talent for music.
This broader perspective, supported by Gardner (1983) and Goleman (1995), emphasizes
that natural talent should be defined not just by traditional academic performance but by
recognizing and valuing a diverse range of abilities.

In addition to natural talent, learned talent is indispensable. Learned talent
encompasses a passion for one's interests, strong interpersonal skills, a positive attitude
toward oneself and others, self-discipline, resilience, perseverance, and a determination to
achieve (Duckworth, 2015; Dweck, 2006; Grant, 2023; Robson, 2022). Talents are built and
improved over time through everyday experiences with people and the world around us. As
children face different situations and challenges, they learn how to handle social
interactions, manage their feelings, and keep going when things get tough. Success comes
from blending natural talent with learned talent and the right support.

Vignette #1
Michael Jordan, a five-time MVP player, suffered multiple rejections such as

being cut from his high school varsity team. With encouragement from his
mother and his coach, he remained committed to basketball and practiced
relentlessly to refine his skills. The following year, he was rewarded when he
made the varsity team. Afterwards, Michael earned a spot on the team at the
University of North Carolina and was selected by the Chicago Bulls who went
on to win six NBA championships. His story exemplifies the power of the
combination of natural and learned talents plus support in achieving
extraordinary success.

Uncovering A Child’s Unique Natural Talents

There is a widely shared vision of talent that is strongly associated with school
achievement, but this narrow view overlooks the diverse ways in which children can excel.
Some natural talents are readily apparent. Others are hidden and require discovery and
development.

At home, the parent is the first and most important teacher, guiding children through
their earliest experiences. When parents create a safe and supportive environment where
children feel free to explore and express their interests without fear of judgment or failure;
therefore, children are more likely to develop confidence and pursue their passions (Engel,
2015). Parents are in a prime position to observe their child’s behaviors closely through
daily interactions. These observations should be objective, accurate, and take place across
various settings and environments. By paying attention to their child’s natural inclinations
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and unique temperamental characteristics, parents can identify emerging interests and
aspirations. This thorough understanding enables parents to provide targeted
encouragement and resources that align with their child’s unique talents.

Vignette #2
Nobuyuki Tsujii was born blind due to microphthalmia. His mother

discovered his musical interest and talent at the age of 2 when she noticed
his fascination with music. She observed him frequently playing with a toy
piano, attempting to replicate the melodies he heard around him.
Recognizing Nobuyuki had a keen ear and natural ability to reproduce music,
she provided opportunities for him to explore and develop his musical skills.
Nobuyuki’s mother’s role in recognizing and nurturing his abilities was vital,
allowing him to leverage his strengths and achieve success as a renowned
pianist. (Rosen, 2014)

Vignette #3
Leslie was a good student throughout high school and was determined to get

into medical school. She applied to an lvy League university and majored in
Biology for her undergraduate degree. In the first year, Leslie had difficulty
with her general education classes as well as courses in her major. After
talking with her parents, she decided to transfer to a local university and to
“start over.” However, she continued to struggle in her major classes and
unfortunately, her academic achievements were still not competitive enough
to gain admission to medical school. Leslie was crushed and her parents
tried desperately to help her with an alternative professional plan. In their
review of her transcript, they discovered that she received high marks in her
psychology courses. Therefore, they asked her to consider applying fora
master’s degree in clinical psychology. Leslie was resistant to the idea, but
she agreed to this “detour” while she re-applied for medical school. She
began to excel in her coursework and was offered scholarships and a
prestigious internship that allowed to her secure an admission spot fora
doctoral program in clinical psychology. Leslie’s parents were able to provide
guidance at critical turning points, setting her on a path to a better
professional future.

Teachers and other education related professionals must also work diligently to
recognize and nurture the talents of children. Their observations in a structured learning
environment provide valuable insights into each child's abilities and potential. This



perspective can reveal strengths, weaknesses, and interests that may not be apparent at
home.

Several strategies can help teachers identify and nurture hidden talents in their
students. Feldhusen (1996) suggested that teachers should be alert to the signs of
students’ strengths, interests, aptitudes, and learning styles in all areas, such as
academic, artistic, and interpersonal domains. Structuring learning activities in music, art,
creative writing, and/or social interactions may highlight strengths that may not be evident
in typical academic assignments. Recognizing and praising students' talents can enhance
their self-esteem, confidence, and motivation (Schunk, 1991). Through extracurricular
activities, advanced placement courses, and specialized programs, teachers can provide
avenues for students to pursue their interests and hone their skills.

Parents and teachers should carefully observe, realize, and accept each child’s
natural talents to set realistic expectations through each stage of development (Robson,
2022). Waters (2017) further advocated that “Attention on the negative helps child survive.
Attention on the positive helps child thrive.” Despite this insight, there is unfortunately a
tendency for parents and teachers to use a deficit model to remediate a child’s
weaknesses (e.g., cram schools). Thus, itis equally important that parents and teachers
are patient and avoid imposing their own traditional notions of success, which can resultin
missing the opportunity to uncover a child's unique talents or unintentionally stifling a
child's unique abilities.

Fostering the Child’s Desire to Learn

The desire to learn is a multifaceted process deeply rooted in the interplay of
curiosity, motivation, and effort (Robson, 2022), all of which are nurtured through
interactions with people and the environment. Curiosity sparks the child’s desire to explore
and ask questions (Engle, 2015), while children’s motivation fuels the drive to pursue their
interests (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Friedman (2007) observed that the interplay of curiosity and
motivation can be more influential than intelligence in achieving success. Effort is the final
element that turns curiosity and motivation into tangible accomplishments.

Curiosity sets the stage for learning. This idea is supported by Chouinard’s (2007)
research, which highlights how children’s questions are a fundamental expression of their
curiosity to learn about things they have yet to experience. Her study found that children
from 14 months to five years of age asked an average of 107 questions per hour. This
remarkable frequency demonstrates how curiosity plays in the learning process, allowing
children to delve into both concrete and abstract concepts beyond theirimmediate
experiences. However, Engel (2015) found that questioning and therefore, curiosity,
declines sharply once children start school, with the youngest students in elementary



school asking five or less questions in a two-hour period, and fifth graders sometimes going
entire periods without asking any questions at all.

Creating an environment where questions are encouraged and valued is of the
utmostimportance. At home, parents should have open-ended conversations and provide
opportunities for exploration as ways for children to pursue their curiosity. Simple activities
like reading, exploring nature, and doing creative projects together can inspire a love of
discovery and drive children to immerse themselves deeply in various subjects. Engel
(2015) reported that although curiosity has not been a priority in the educational system,
teachers can cultivate curiosity in the classroom by designing lessons that are inquiry-
based and the student centered. Additionally, both parents and teachers should model
curiosity themselves by demonstrating a love for learning and showing enthusiasm for
discovering new information.

Motivation follows curiosity and drives a child’s determination to improve
understanding and reach educational goals. There are two types of motivation, intrinsic
and extrinsic, each serving a different purpose in the learning process. Grant (2023) stated
that for those who are genuinely interested, or possess intrinsic motivation, in a subject will
have higher achievement. Conversely, extrinsic motivation, driven by rewards such as
stickers or awards, usually only works in the short term. While external rewards can initially
capture student interest, they often steer focus away from the internal worth of learning
(Kohn, 1993).

This does not mean that parents and teachers should completely eliminate external
incentives. Initially, such rewards can be useful for generating interest and engagement.
However, the goal is to shift children from relying on these external rewards to developing
intrinsic motivation with adequate resources and support (Ferlazzo, 2023; Bourton et al.,
2006; Wehe et al., 2015; Ryan & Deci, 2017). To avoid dependence on external rewards,
parents and teachers should direct their efforts into creating a positive and engaging
learning environment and recognizing effort and documenting progress, rather than just
outcomes. They can also help children learn resilience and perseverance through practical
experiences in the home, school, and community (Kamins & Dweck, 1999; Robins & Pals,
2002).

While curiosity and motivation initiate the learning process, it is a deliberate effort
led by the child that transforms these qualities into tangible results. Effort is the amount of
time and energy that students dedicate in reaching their goals (Carbonaro, 2005). The
depth and quality of children’s accomplishments are directly impacted by time they spend
on their learning task. The focus should be on the quality of time spent, which is
determined by how efficiently it is used, rather than the amount of time (Ericsson et al.,
1993). Parents can arrange short, focused study sessions to promote learning efficiency.
This approach is more effective than extended periods of disengaged or inattentive work.
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High-quality effort involves actively engaging with the subject matter, striving for
understanding rather than relying solely on rote memorization (Hattie & Yates, 2014;
Pintrich, 2004). In school, teachers can provide feedback that highlights effort and
persistence. This method promotes a mindset of growth, motivating students to see
challenges as important chances for development (Dweck, 2006). Sustained, meaningful
engagement with learning materials is crucial for students to develop deeper knowledge
and advanced skills (Duckworth & Seligman, 2005; Ericsson et al., 2007).

Vignette #4
José Hernandez spent much of his early years working in the fields with his

migrant family. He dreamt of becoming an astronaut after watching the
Apollo 17 mission on TV. Despite inconsistent schooling and learning English
in middle school, José’s aspirations never changed. His dedication was
noticed by his second-grade teacher, who saw his potential and enthusiasm.
She played a crucial role by advocating for his family to stabilize their
situation and settle in Stockton, California. This stability enabled him to
benefit from consistent educational support and resources, which were
instrumental in his pursuit of his space exploration dream. In 2004, José was
finally admitted into NASA’s Astronaut Candidate Training Program after
facing 12 years of rejections. He completed his training and journeyed into
space on the STS 128 shuttle mission in 2009. His success in achieving this
goal highlights his resilience and determination.

As the saying goes, "Talent sets the floor, but character determines the ceiling"
(Grant, 2023, p. 203). A common misconception is that natural ability alone leads to
success. In reality, while natural talents are an important starting point, it is the
synergy of curiosity, motivation, and effort that truly determines how far these
talents can develop. This combination transforms these qualities from static gifts
into dynamic forces, capable of being cultivated and expanded to achieve the
highest possible accomplishments.

It Takes a Village to Raise a Child

Children grow within complex, interconnected systems that shape their
development. The African proverb, "It takes a village to raise a child," reminds us that
children can only achieve their full potential if the responsibility is shared among parents,
schools, and communities.

At the heart of this village is the family, which provides the foundational environment
crucial for a child's success (Reupert et al., 2022). The home is where the hidden
curriculum begins—the informal lessons, values, and social expectations that children



learn outside of the formal academic curriculum, often unconsciously (The Glossary of
Educational Reform, 2015). The famous proverb, ‘= ZA415 #, reminds us of that

teaching through modeling is far more powerful than teaching with words. This hidden
curriculum, absorbed in the early years, lays the groundwork for a child’s future growth and
influences their ability to thrive in the broader community.

Families and schools should form strong partnerships to provide consistent
encouragement and resources in both settings (Moon & Brighton, 2008). Teachers and
parents need to regularly share important details about a child's progress with each other.
Building upon the fundamental skills acquired at home, the school should further develop
students' language abilities in listening, speaking, reading, and writing. This expansion of
knowledge strengthens their foundation and improves their critical thinking and
communication skills necessary for ongoing academic and personal development.
Students can gain valuable skills through the school’s hidden curriculum, which also
significantly promotes social and emotional learning through daily interactions (Maynard et
al., 2022). Thus, itis highly recommended for schools to integrate both academic content
and social-emotional skills, or emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995) to prepare students
for success in all areas of life.

While home and school are frequently researched in the literature on student
learning, the role of the community is often overlooked. The community serves as arich
resource that parents and teachers can access for projects, tasks, and assignments and
connecting children to real-world experiences. Community-Engaged Learning is designed
to expand students' practical experiences beyond the home and the classroom (Kuh,
2008). This area has been one of intense interest in the last decade and institutions such as
the University of Minnesota established the Center of Community-Engaged Learning to
meet this demand. Wyman (2017) offers several strategies for leveraging community
resources effectively: inviting professionals or experts to speak to students or participate in
their projects, organizing shadowing opportunities for students to observe their dream
professions, and hosting workshops led by professionals to teach new skills. Furthermore,
using the community as a classroom—through field trips, visits to nature centers, or
museum tours—and accessing community equipment, space, and personnel can greatly
enhance the learning experience.

Vignette #5

Chiang Ching-liang (311 =) or Logan is a Taiwanese child prodigy who was
recoghized as a MENSA member at age 7. He was admitted to NYU with a
double major in Neuroscience and music at age 13. His mother, a music
teacher, recognized her son’s unique natural talents very early and
successfully utilized resources from various levels including family, schools,



universities, and community to provide Logan with timely support. She
homeschooled Logan; however, she appealed to the local elementary school
to allow him to attend school for elective classes (e.g., physical education,
art, music) and participating in social events and other outdoor activities
only. Logan was a voracious reader and exhibited an insatiable thirst for
knowledge, so friends of the family loaned him books on diverse subjects,
including American literature, history, science, and mathematics. Logan and
his mother are deeply grateful for the extensive support and guidance
provided by numerous volunteer mentors and experts from communities and
local universities. He also received a substantial donation from two private
endowment organizations to fund his attendance at NYU, reflecting the
strong community support for his education. Logan is a true-life story about
taking a village to educate a child.

Supporting children’s success involves the collective efforts of individuals across
home, school, and community settings, with each system contributing uniquely to their
development. However, traditional approaches are often siloed, potentially hindering
children's progress and learning. By promoting collaboration among families, schools,
community organizations, and agencies, we can establish a more cohesive and efficient
system of support so that children can access resources and guidance needed to thrive.

Charting Pathways to New Heights

Taiwan has had a robust and quality educational system since the early 1960s.
However, we must transform our mindsets and approaches to create new paths and reach
new heights. In our pursuit of unlocking each child's potential and advancing educational
outcomes, | would like to offer three recommendations:

1. Cultivating Talent Earlier. Early childhood education offers a supportive
environment to jumpstart the development of a child’s talents. At this formative
stage, children’s natural curiosity can be readily harnessed. An environment of
exploration can stimulate innate interests and set the stage for future talent
development. Early childhood education builds a solid base in language,
literacy, and problem-solving, which paves the way for the growth of more
advanced skills in the future.

In his book, All | Really Need to Know | Learned in Kindergarten (1986), Robert
Fulghum describes the importance of early lessons like fairness, responsibility,
and balance in life. Research by Chetty and colleagues (2011) reinforced this by
showing that 11,571 children who attended kindergarten in 79 schools
developed emotionalintelligence qualities like self-discipline, determination,
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and strong interpersonal skills. These qualities proved to be more significant
predictors of future success at age 27, including academic achievement, social
and emotional well-being, long-term earnings, and overall health.

UNESCO (2023) reported that 46 countries provide free and compulsory
kindergarten for all five-year-old children. | propose that Taiwan should
implement a similar policy to invest in the future of our children. Offering high
quality kindergarten programs to every child, regardless of their social or
economic circumstances, fosters equity and inclusion. These children will grow
to make positive and meaningful impacts on both their communities and our
nation.

Provide Multiple Postsecondary Options. Since the late 1990s, there has been
a proliferation of new higher education institutions in Taiwan coupled with a
dwindling student population over time. Institutions vie with one another to
enroll enough students to remain viable. The Department of Education has
brought stakeholders to work together on strategies to mitigate the negative
impacts of this persistent crisis in higher education. The task force was also
charged with pursuing the long-term sustainability and excellence of Taiwan's
higher education system. Despite some progress, additional reform may be
required to ensure that colleges and universities align with evolving market
needs and national goals.

Traditional degree granting programs are the main route for advancement of the
current higher education system in Taiwan. In many instances, a degree is not an
assurance of competence. Therefore, we need to consider non-degree
postsecondary education options to accommodate the diverse interests and
talents of individuals. For example, community colleges are embedded as a part
of the higher education system in the United States. Post-secondary students
can select from a range of job-training certificate programs based at the local
community college. This allows individuals to begin or change to a different
career pathway. Community colleges can also provide students with an
opportunity to be enrolled in a traditional first two-year general educational
program (associate degree) for future seamless transition to a four-year degree
granting institution. This flexibility allows individuals to pursue their interests and
continue their growth in ways that align with their unique talents. Finally, the
community colleges have quality control measures in place for program
completion. Moreover, integrating training programs offered by the Labor or



other departments with the educational system can also streamline the path to
career readiness. These efforts would foster a more dynamic educational
environment, benefiting both students and institutions alike.

3. Mental Health. There is a mental health crisis impacting children worldwide
(Abrams, 2023) with alarming increases in anxiety and depression (Barica et al.,
2021). Mental health often carries a stigma (Mukulo et al., 2010), causing many
to avoid discussing it due to discomfort. This issue is also evident in Taiwan
(Cheung, 2018). However, neglecting students' mental health can have
significant repercussions because it negatively impacts their academic
performance and leads to more severe problems in the future (Agnafors et al.,
2021).

To effectively address and prevent mental health challenges among children in
Taiwan, a three-step approach can be effectively implemented in school settings
(Kilgus et al., 2015). First, early screening enables parents and educators to
identify mental health signs promptly, allowing them to address concerns before
they begin or worsen. Second, providing educational resources focused on
prevention is essential in empowering students, teachers, and families with the
necessary tools to handle stress, cultivate resilience, and enhance emotional
health. Last, offering specific intervention and counseling resources to students
in need, guaranteeing they get the proper care and guidance to conquer their
obstacles.

Talent is a precious gift that holds the potential to transform lives, communities, and
the world at large. Without proper guidance and support, talent may go unrecognized or
underutilized, depriving individuals of opportunities for growth and success. Let us
champion the power of talent in each child and harness it to make a lasting positive impact
on each and every child. My hope is that in this conference, we can come together to
stimulate new research, implement innovative ideas, and collaborate with one anotherin
order to capitalize the talent of each individual learner for future growth.
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