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An IT Gifted – An E.T. in the Classroom 
 

A young man walks faster  
than an old man, 

but an old man  
knows the way better. 

(an African saying) 
 

Abstract: The paper is an attempt to find a suitable place of IT in contemporary 
education. It also raises a question whether IT should be a subject in secondary education 
or it should only provide a suitable support to learning of contents of any subject in 
secondary school curriculum. The author deals with the role of a teacher in today’s 
school in general, as well as in an IT classroom. The frame of the discussion is the idea of 
an IT gifted pupil who seems to be an alien in the classroom for both his/her teachers and 
his peers. Providing illustrative examples of the reaches of IT gifted children, the author 
of the paper tries to describe their situation in the school system as it is today and to give 
some incitements to further thought on how this unfavourable situation can be improved.  
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If you wish to write a paper dealing with two subjects, informational technologies and 
education, the only thing you can do is write what has already been written, or quote what 
has already been quoted. “In conditions created by the process of globalization and in the 
world of rapid and frequent informational changes, education is playing a dominant role. 
Its task is to prepare the youth for the conditions of frequent changes and enable them to 
find their place in such a world” (Bozic, Lj: 2006: 216) or “Constant and fast 
development of new technologies has to a high degree shaped man’s environment and a 
man himself... Education has to keep pace with technological advancement and the 
current needs of labour market.” (Suman, S, Gligora-Markovic, M. i Pogarcic, I: 2008) or 
“The issue of computer education of citizens, not only in the sense of creating working 
power able to use computers as irreplaceable assistants in doing a job, but also in the 
sense of making all people computer literate, has imposed itself as an essential issue in 
our society.” (Djurisic, M: 2006: 1). It seems that in the all the above stated the stress is 
on a sole idea: if you want to keep pace with contemporary trends, you have to educate 
yourself. But this is nothing new, having in mind that education has always been a 
prerequisite for development and progress. However, the problem lies in the fact that the 
emerging, information society imposes a demand for radical changes in attitudes and 
actions – in the methodology of transfer and education. Therefore, we are nowadays 
dealing with educational technology, according to contemporary terminology. 
 
It depends on how old you are, but you must remember your parents and grandparents 
who used to talk how, after the World War II, they took to their schools “a board” and “a 
stick” – something similar to a small school blackboard and a chalk, as well as a piece of 



cloth or a sponge. This “tool” was replaced by numerous books, textbooks, worksheets, 
notebooks of various types and sizes, and full and heavy school bags. Pupils could today 
easily get back to days of old: the “board” is a laptop, and a “stick” is a pencil necessary 
for more precise use of the touch screen; more responsible pupils will bring an eraser 
made of special materials for the perfect maintenance of computer screen. In the times of 
former generations, going to school provided a window on the world and a way to 
knowledge. To have books at home was a privilege of old, rich families who managed to 
avoid communist pursuit. Although rich in book funds, libraries owned only the literature 
opposite to the dominant ideology, so that they mostly had a role of a museum, rather 
than a place for education and culture development. Radios were a rarity. School was the 
only place to gain new and qualitative knowledge from persons who really owned them 
(workers in education, teachers managed to survive in war and post war times – on 
account of their knowledge and due to the awareness of new political system that the 
educational staff was a necessary ground for renovation of the country). A fact is also 
interesting that at the time there were schools for adults all over the country, providing 
citizens with teaching to read and write. Today we are talking about lifelong learning. It 
is obvious that even nowadays there is a need to provide education for all the citizens, i.e. 
senior citizens, enabling them to use and adequately apply informational technologies.  
 
From this a bit melancholic story of our past we will get back to the “cruel” reality of 
today’s classrooms. Provided by loads of textbooks, books lined in shelves at their 
homes, in a library or a bookstore, with a TV set in their living rooms, sleeping rooms, or 
even cars, with computers with internet access, contemporary students have neither desire 
nor need to search for information. A dry teacher’s talking will often be interrupted by a 
remark “I’ve seen it on the TV” or even worse “what is s/he talking about, we could 
easily find it on the Internet”. To find a place for an “adult guiding a class” is obviously a 
priority for all those who plan, organize and lead schools. A teacher who, having entered 
a classroom, writes the absent pupils down, tells his so many times repeated story 
(lesson), probably checks the knowledge of his students (through their reproduction of 
what they had read), and successfully records that he has taken his class, has done only 
one good thing – earned a salary for his family! If you can imagine the classroom of this 
teacher, you will see students talking, yawning or holding their mobile phones under their 
desks – probably playing a wireless game or writing a text message. These students are 
indisputably rejected form the process of education, their presence is physical, aiming at 
only one thing: not to exceed the allowed number of school absences.  
 
Finally, we have reached a point where we can use the African wisdom in a classroom. A 
teacher has to lead his students through all the advantages of their settings having in mind 
all their “inner potentials” in educational way, according to his experience and using the 
experience in guidance, at the same time transferring it along the way to his students. As 
a leader of a class, a teacher has to train his students how, in the abundance of 
information, choose only those needed, how to check their validity, and, finally, how to 
apply them. On the other hand, a history teacher would say “what is there to be searched 
for, we already have accurate facts”. Let’s try and compare on the Internet the data on the 
number of people killed in Srebrenica, in the last war in Bosnia and Herzegovina – the 
differences are huge. According to comparison and sound analysis of the data available 



on the Internet it is possible to reach the approximate number, the one closest to the truth. 
How to use it? If not otherwise, we could refer our students to the sources which are real 
and trustworthy. We could (re)consider any subject similarly: geography – is our country 
really “the richest” in natural beauties? Physics – is Pluto a planet, if it is not, why? 
Literature – is Harry Potter really the most “original” book of all times... Simply, 
textbooks and conventional teaching materials and methods do not have to disappear, but 
they have to give space for an abundance of information now available to all of us thanks 
to informational technologies, Internet, before all. Should we all the time wander “what 
kind of IT teaching we should offer to our students?”. The possible answer would be: 
No... “In majority of secondary professional schools there is no need for a subject dealing 
with IT. The use of computers should be an integrative part of all subject curricula to the 
extent it can facilitate learning and acquisition of subject contents” (Djurisic, M: 2006: 
1).  
 
In primary schooling it is necessary selectively organize pupils within IT teaching 
depending on their pre-knowledge of work on a computer. Those who are familiar 
enough should be incited and animated to overcome the level of “computer games” and 
see and experience a computer as a tool useful in the process learning and knowledge 
spreading .Those students who have not had contact with a computer, should through 
play and entertainment be led to the same aim. At secondary school level, pupils should 
not be taught the terms like software, hardware, “computer consisting of a base, 
motherboard, disks...” They have to be trained to use a computer in the process of their 
education and learning. We must not allow them think: “Ok, we’ll play games, the class 
will pass, neglecting the very significant role of educational games, especially if the 
activity involving them is properly organized and guided. Having considered the actions 
and ways to bring a teacher back to his place “ahead” of students in order to avoid 
unpleasant comments and reactions on the side of pupils (“we can easily find it on the 
net”), is there anything we can do now, not waiting the day when this will be our reality? 
 
Fervently engaged in his speech, a teacher, having said “you certainly all have mobile 
phones...” faces a raised hand of a student who says “I don’t have one.”! The first thing 
that comes to the mind of a teacher is “I was wrong in making my statement, maybe I 
hurt the feelings of my student” and he tries to analyse how the student is dressed, what is 
his school bag like, concluding that “it is not the case of bad financial situation”. 
Eventually the teacher gathers his courage and asks: “How come you do not have a 
mobile phone?” and gets a wonderful, simple answer: “I don’t need one”. However, the 
fact is that majority of students own a mobile phone and finds pleasure in whatever is 
connected to it. This could be an easy way to introduce new technologies in a class and 
make it more interesting. Is it possible for mobile phones to become “boards” and 
“sticks” from the beginning of this text? Instead of asking his students to write something 
down in his notebooks, or provide answers on a paper printed test, a teacher could in a 
simple way ask their students to write answers on their mobile notes and send them to the 
teacher’s phone number to be informed about the results by a reply. There are no sleepy 
students, nothing is distracting them, they are fully engaged in the activity occasionally 
spiced by electronic sounds as a confirmation of a sent or received message, and they can 
only make a class more vivid, or even provoke a laugh! It seems simple, but there are 



issues to be dealt with – how to prevent students send the same message to their fellow 
students who do not know the answers before or after they send it to the teacher, or... The 
methods are certainly the matter of each teacher’s creativity. 
 
Or, we could imagine another situation. Having entered a classroom a teacher proudly 
announces that a new mobile phone will appear soon with a special performance – it will 
be possible to watch TV programs on it (he has read it in his daily newspaper, which he 
reads backwards, since the last pages are those containing sports news and IT inventions).  
An immediate reaction of a pupil sitting in the last row follows: “I already have TV on 
my mobile!”. So, a teacher, if we have defined him as a guide and a leader” must not be 
the one who fervently announces IT news, but a person who will use the attracting power 
of the gadgets as an advantage and in favour of learning process in the best possible way. 
This will very often imply an effort to explain their shortcomings and negative aspects of 
informational technologies. They should intervene in the situations when students own 
devices they do not need, whose purpose they often are not aware of and do not 
understand, but they simply fulfil their need to be “the first”, “to have them”. For many 
of young people today, if not the most, a mobile phone, internet access and MP3 player 
are essentials of life (Lidstone, J: 2006: 14). 
 
Actually, we could say that teachers have faced a difficult task. They have to do their best 
not to be marked as E.T. (aliens), neither keeping pace with the contemporary, especially 
IT developments, nor understanding them. J. Lidston points out that “in these early years 
of the twenty-first century there is a concern across many of the more developed 
countries of the world as to whether there are enough teachers available with the 
necessary knowledge and skill to meet the challenges of rapid social and economic 
change and an increasingly diverse student population (Lidstone, J: 2006: 13). The 
problem certainly is more obvious in the developing countries or countries in transition. 
Therefore the same author emphasises the role of informational technologies in learning, 
influencing both what should be learned and how it can be learned.  
 
If we decided on what kind of a teacher we do not need, we might be closer to an answer 
to a question what kind of teacher we do need, or are we still looking for “aliens” in our 
classes? Jasna Cetkovic, Lay, a specialist in gifted education, says: “The gifted are 
introvert and lonelier than the average. They have little contact with their peers and they 
would be inclined to communicate with those older than themselves. This is partly due to 
the fact that they are looking for more encouraging company or because they need 
solitude to develop their talents. In such a way they gain experience which is on the one 
hand fulfilling and, on the other, painful, isolating and more stressful than those 
experiences by an average child” (Lay, J. C: 2002). Relying on the previous statement, 
we could, with slight changes, describe an IT gifted student: an IT gifted student is 
introvert and lonelier than the average. They have little contact with their peers and they 
are inclined to communicate by a computer, often with those older than themselves. This 
is due to the fact that they are looking for more stimulating company or because they 
need solitude and time with their computers to develop their talents. We could literally 
repeat the above given quotation. However, it seems that this statement could certainly 
not be our starting point in the comparison, since “an IT gifted” might simply be a 



blindly, to the extent of addiction obsessed child by an interactive game (e.g. World of 
Warcraft), belonging to a group of average children in the classroom. However, “maybe 
the time has come for us to, apart from the generally accepted types of intelligence, start 
speaking of a special ability of children to use electronic devices. At first out of curiosity 
children, mostly led by trial and error principle, with no difficulty master the 
manipulation of any electronic device. Consequently they are often much better than 
adults in using all the advantages a computer offers. They will effortlessly show you any 
performance your mobile phone has or understand how a new device in your home 
works, without reading the manual” (Prtljaga, J. i Prtljaga, P: 2007: 464). 
 
A contemporary teacher has faced another riddle: how to identify an IT gifted child and 
even more important, how to turn the potential giftedness into talent? We will get back to 
practical examples. A good one would be the project of a school net newspaper 
undertaken in a primary school in Varazdin. It is a team work based on coordination 
between internet and newspaper school clubs and IT teaching. Relying on familiar 
contents, the program offers school pupils to show their potentials in work with the media 
close and attractive to them. The idea came from the pupils themselves and was approved 
by the principle and the teaching stuff, who were fascinated to see how skilful their 
students were in processing information in multimedia form. It was concluded that it is 
much better to encourage the pupils to use modern technology globally, to allow them 
use it for general benefit, than to forbid them to use mobile phones, MP3 players, data 
transfer by blue tooth and Irda... in school settings. The result was the 3rd place on the 
Web festival 2007. The assessment of the project emphasising its uniqueness points out 
that “while encouraging young users to become computer literate, broadening their 
interests and enriching teaching methods, the project supports pupils’ development into 
future active members of the knowledge society... (http://webfestival2007). The stated 
argumentation is valuable, having in mind that it can offer an answer to raised questions 
and support to given statements.  
 
The second example would be Nemanja Tatic, a fourth grade pupil of a technical school 
in Gradiska. Except from designing and maintaining the school web site, he has also 
created an electronic school record book. His IT teacher, Radovan Marjanovic, says that 
Nemanja has in many aspects gone beyond his teachers. “The electronic school record 
book is still being used experimentally, but next year it will be ready for broader use. 
Nemanja sees his future in programming” (http://www.glassrpske.com) .  
 
A primary school pupil, Maja Gajevic from Mladenovac, won a third place in the 
competition for the best school web site in the end of 2006. She is not only an 
administrator, but also a webmaster of the presentation, since she designed the school site 
by herself. She says: “I was lucky to meet gifted children, my sister’s friends, pupils of 
Mathematical Gymnasium in Belgrade. A computer was at the time a necessary tool in 
their education. Many things they needed for school they managed to find on the internet. 
They were my role models. I used to surf with my sister on the net and I saw many 
presentations. I listened about their skills and knowledge of program languages and I 
wanted to have something of my on the net.” One of our leading experts in the field of IT, 
Zoran Djordjevic, who is now living and working in Belgium says that Maja’s success 



was unexpected to him: “I was almost certain that her work and efforts will be unnoticed 
and that she will be another underachiever due to the lack of social support. The 
confirmation of such a view I see in the fact that many had been aware of her work before 
she won the award, but had done anything to support and facilitate her work. He goes 
even further: “Inflexible as it now, our educational system is not ready to offer 
“something more” to its students than regular program. Work in clubs for gifted children 
is certainly not enough. I hope that the application of Bologna declaration will bring the 
necessary changes into our educational system; before all in the way of thinking and 
attitude to education, and it must bring some results.” (http://hocukkuci.blog.co.yu)  
 

 
 

Apart form the clearly defined goal of the School net newspaper, in all the other above 
mentioned cases, especially in the case of “little Maja”, we are talking about discovering 
“aliens” who obviously are among us. Wandering, like all of us living in the digital era, 
through the vagueness of education, Jukes and Dosaj (Jukes and Dosay: 2003) 
differentiate between most teachers and those currently in positions of educational 
authority defining them as “digital immigrants” and the current generation of young 
learners defining them as “digital natives”. Pointing out the differences between the two, 
we will try to find the spot where digital immigrants touch digital natives (see the poster 
of the film E.T.) 
 
The issues currently facing education are huge and fundamentally universal in the 
increasingly wired world. Noticing a similarity between wires and strings it seems that 
such a world demands of educational leaders, as well as of current and future teachers, to, 
like virtuosi on string instruments, try to gently touch the strings/wires and try to play 
music, enjoyable to any ear, bringing applauses in the end of the performance.   
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