
SHARPENING FOCUS –
DISCOVERING BRILLIANCE
WHO ARE HIGH POTENTIAL LEARNERS? 
Discover and understand their needs and hear  
what matters to them.

Sparking Possibilities

ELEVATE
INSIGHTS 
SERIES



WHO ARE YOUR HIGH POTENTIAL LEARNERS?

Embrace the empathy imperative and get to know your high potential learners. Learn how to :

 engage in ethnographic style research
 create learner profiles 

 analyse your collection of learner profiles 

MEET SOME HIGH POTENTIAL LEARNERS
 Engage with a collection of learner profiles from schools that were part of the ELEVATE program
 Who do they remind you of in your context? 

 Ideas to get your colleagues involved

These cards are part of the AISNSW ELEVATE INSIGHTS Series and complement the second publication: 
Sharpening Focus – Discovering Brilliance. 

We encourage you to engage with the series of publications and to share these open resources widely within your 
network. 

For further information please contact Sharon Cheers, Head: School Innovation, AISNSW at scheers@aisnsw.edu.au

CONTENTS

Designed for  
double sided  

A5 card

© The Association of Independent Schools of NSW 1



Who are your  
high potential learners?

Sharpen your focus and discover 
their brilliance.



When you think about your context, who do you suspect might be:

 High potential but coasting?

 High performing and playing the game of school?

 High potential but flying under the radar?

 High potential but with something else going on – low motivation, learning disability, skill gap?

 High potential but not yet engaged or appropriately challenged by learning?

 High achieving yet with more possibility?

 High potential with inconsistent achievement and engagement?

 A student of mystery?

The learners who come to mind provide a great starting point for you to create high potential 
learner profiles and explore ethnographic research techniques to better understand students’ 
aspirations, experience and unmet needs.
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EMBRACE THE EMPATHY IMPERATIVE 

Ethnography, a user-centred research method, is the study and recording of people through 
observation and immersion. Closely associated with academic anthropology this approach is 

used in many different fields that embrace human centred design methods, including product 
and service design.  

Through ethnography, each and every ELEVATE school team gained a more accurate 
understanding of their own students and what makes them ‘tick’. 

The ethnographic research approach was designed to take the school teams far beyond the 
abundance of assessment data and standardised information which is valuable, but perhaps 

insufficient, to capture the complexity of what matters for specific learners. 

The goal is to understand the learners at your school as objectively as possible and without 
assuming what they are like. We know everyone’s life is different so we want to uncover some 
common messages, challenges and opportunities that are hiding beneath the surface. This will 

help us to understand what could really raise the achievement of high potential learners. 



It’s all about listening 
The purpose is to understand and record. It is 
not to offer solutions or make judgements. The 
suggested questions help you structure and guide the 
conversation. The aim is to understand deeply and 
have an open exploratory conversation that should 
flow rather than be a series of questions. 

Prepare for your interview in advance
During the interview you may wish to invite your 
interviewee to record some details themselves and 
the conversation can be directed by them. Be aware 
of your time and their time.

Make sure people feel comfortable
It should occur in the participant’s environment eg. 
their preferred lunch spot in the playground or their 
home room.

Keep them informed
Share why their perspective is important and what 
you will do with this information. Make it clear why 
you value their insights.

Analyse your material soon after the 
interview
Consider additional immersive learning opportunities 
such as shadowing learners to observe the nature of 
learning and engagement throughout a day. 

Remember you are trying to uncover further 
insights and embrace the complexity of the 
learner so you can learn what makes them 
thrive!

TIPS FOR GETTING STARTED
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ABOUT YOU

 Name and class?
 Favourite TV shows? 
 What’s your catch phrase? (What do you say all the time?)
 What are your friends like?
 What do you like to do on the weekend?
 What do you dream of for the future?

GETTING TO KNOW YOUR HIGH POTENTIAL LEARNERS
Some suggestions to get started



YOUR NETWORK

That’s you in the middle.  
In the smallest circle, map 
the people you feel closest 
to, then work out from there. 
You might want to think about 
family, friends, classmates, 
teachers, clubs, groups etc. 

GETTING TO KNOW YOUR HIGH POTENTIAL LEARNERS
Some suggestions to get started
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SIGNIFICANT LEARNING EXPERIENCE

Think about a time when you had the biggest learning experience of your life…

GETTING TO KNOW YOUR HIGH POTENTIAL LEARNERS
Some suggestions to get started

 What was your most significant learning experience? 
(It could be at school or out of school.)

 Who was involved?
 What happened?

 Where was it?

 Why was it significant? 



ABOUT SCHOOL

What are the biggest crazes at school? What does everyone do to be cool?

What does it mean to be good at school? 

What kinds of things are you good at that are not at school?

What do your parents think of what you do at school?

What do your friends think of what you do at school?

What do teachers think of you at school? 

What helps you to succeed? (It could be certain environments, with people, alone, etc.)

WHAT WOULD YOU CHANGE?

If you could change one thing at school to help you learn, what would it be?

GETTING TO KNOW YOUR HIGH POTENTIAL LEARNERS
Some suggestions to get started
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After your exploratory conversation with a high potential learner 
create a profile of them. Record a narrative to capture the insights and 

personality of the learner. By embracing the empathy imperative,  
what have you discovered about the learner? 

Capture what you have uncovered about their:
  learning level and potential 
  talents and qualities 
  feelings and attitudes
  behaviours 
  what adults and peers think

Over the page is a resource for analysing your research.

CREATE A LEARNER PROFILE



In groups examine your collection of learner profiles. 
Each person listens as the learner is introduced – use 
post it notes to identify the challenges, opportunities, 
insights, needs and school/system challenges. Look 
at your analysis, what patterns emerge?

CHALLENGES
Challenges that learners face

 What makes things difficult?
 What are the problems they are trying to solve in 

their lives?
 What are the problems they would like solved for 

them?

OPPORTUNITIES
Opportunities for something that is better

 What positive dynamics could be built on or 
generalised?

 What is working well?
 What drives positive change?

‘COINS’ ANALYSIS OF YOUR COLLECTION OF LEARNER PROFILES

INSIGHTS
Insights that give us a deeper understanding or new perspective

 What challenges our assumptions?
 What gives us a clue towards a different kind of understanding?
 What gives us confidence that we have found something 

significant?

NEEDS
Needs of learners

 What do people say they need?
 What do we think they need?
 What are the fundamental needs underpinning behaviour?

SCHOOL/SYSTEM CHALLENGES
Challenges within the system for positive change

 What processes, cultures, management or curriculum 
structures, etc make it difficult to make a positive impact?

 What are the barriers to change?
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Meet some  
high potential 

learners



We invite you to engage with the following learner profiles. They are 
examples of how schools within the ELEVATE program captured the 

essence of their high potential learners which were used to guide their 
innovation efforts to redesign practice. 

Each one of these learners had revealed indications of high ability and 
relative underperformance in their own school context. 

Who do they remind you of in your context?

© The Association of Independent Schools of NSW 7



Pick one learner profile that catches your eye. 

Read the profile and then introduce the learner to people in your group. 

Try to bring the young person to life by hearing their voice underneath 
the information. 

As you listen to the learners being introduced take note of their 
challenges, opportunities, insights, needs and the system or school 

challenges they are seeking to overcome. 

What would be the enablers and barriers to learning for 
your chosen young person? 

GET YOUR COLLEAGUES INVOLVED



If this learner was in your care, what are the promising  
practices that would enable them to thrive? 

What are you doing at a personal level to identify and challenge learners?  

What school practices are promising and are challenging  
and supporting high potential learners?  

What school practices could be amplified for greater impact? 

What challenge questions emerge from your group?  

HOW MIGHT WE…. ? 

GET YOUR COLLEAGUES INVOLVED
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We encourage you to engage with the series of 
publications and to share these open resources 

widely within your network. 

For further information please contact  
Sharon Cheers, Head: School Innovation, AISNSW.  

scheers@aisnsw.edu.au




