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Identifying and Nurturing Talent Cannot Be Left to Chance

Lodha Genius Programme, that has offered support to over 500 students at Asoka University, has expanded to include younger students at IISER Pune

mathematician from erstwhi-

le Madras wrote a letter to a
Cambridge professor, GH Hardy.
The letter contained theorems
so unusual that Hardy initially
suspected a fraud. On closer in-
spection, he concluded the op-
posite: he was looking at the
work of a genius. The mathema-
tician was 25-year-old Srinivasa
Ramanujan.

Had Hardy not responded,
had the letter been lost, or dis-
missed, the arc of 20th century
Mathematics would have looked
different. Ramanujan’s story is
celebrated asatriumph.Itisalso,
quietly,awarning. A systemthat
depends on a chance letter rea-
ching the right desk is not a sy-
stem; itisluck.

The question this raises is not
sentimental. It is practical: how
many Ramanujans were never fo-
und. In India alone, current esti-
mates suggest there are over 3.4
million gifted adolescents betwe-
enthe ages of 12 and 18 — a num-
ber projected to exceed four mil-
lion by 2047. Virtually, no syste-
maticinstitutional pathways exist
toidentify them.

In 1913, a largely self-taught

Measurable Traits

Decades of research in develop-
mental psychology point to a
consistent finding: the cogniti-
ve and personality traits associ-
ated with high achievement —
working memory, processing
speed, intrinsic motivation, to-
lerance for ambiguity — are me-
asurable in children well before
adolescence, and they are pre-
dictive of long-term outcomes in
ways that later assessments of-
tenarenot.

The case for early identifica-
tion rests on a substantial body
of longitudinal research. The
Study of Mathematically Pre-
cocious Youth, begun at Johns §
Hopkins University in 1971,
tracked intellectually gifted
individuals over 50 years. Its
findings are among the most
robust in educational rese-
arch: early identification of
high ability is one of the
strongest predictors of adult
achievement in research, entre-
preneurship, and leadership —
outperforming socio-economic
background and school quality.

High-ability studentsinuns-
timulating environments donot
simply wait patiently for chal-
lenge. Research consistently

shows they disengage, develop
maladaptive coping strategies,
or redirect their energy towards
whatever is interesting to them
—which may have nothingtodo
with school. Prolonged under-
stimulation during critical deve-
lopmental periods leads not just
toboredombuttolastingdamage
to motivation and academic
identity.

The lack of identification of ta-
lent and pathways to nurture it
systematically is compounded by
geography and inequality. Talent,
by all evidence, is roughly uni-
formly distributed across popula-
tions. Opportunity is not. In India,
gifted learners in rural or under-
resourced contexts often remain
entirely invisible within mainstre-
am schooling, while urban stu-
dents from resource- ¢
rich families are far
morelikely to encoun-

..mm-‘-“r“‘ P

=
=

i
L
i

s

4;9—'6."‘-—'

ful sorting me- =
chanisms. But

sorting and ]
A

returns.

—Mahika Shishodia, deputy programme
director, Genius Development, Lodha

Foundation

ter advanced instruction. The re-
sult is that chances of identifica-
tion and access to effective nurtu-
ring pathways are strongly corre-
lated with affordability.

India’sheavyreliance on com-
petitive examinations — the IIT
and IAS entrance process being
themost visible examples—com-
pounds this further. Such sy-
stems are power-
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Investing in early talent identification is
not just an educational philosophy — it
is a strategic choice with compounding

developing are not the same
thing. A student can survive the
examsystemand stillnever enco-
unter the sustained intellectual
challenge, mentorship, or origi-
nalinquiry that transforms ability
into genuine expertise.

Consider Maitri, a class VII
student from Pune who has alre-
ady authored The Mystery of
Missing Numbers, a mat- 2
hematical adventure no- § .a‘

vel that earned a national jury
award. She entered the ‘Lodha
Genius Science Circles’ almost
by accident: her father registe-
red her, and she found out a day
before the assessment. What fol-
lowed was not a curriculum — it
was a conversion.

Despite language, social, and
cultural barriers, she built a tele-
scope from scratch at the Inter-
University Centre for Astronomy
and Astrophysics (IUCAA). She
engaged with redox chemistry
far beyond her syllabus, and left
with something far more valuab-
le: critical thinking. “In school,
we learn what happens,” shere-
flected, adding, “Here, we lear-
ned why”. She arrived shy and

~s» bound by assumptions; she

left with the instinct to
question.
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Unrecognised: Despite 3.4
million estimated gifted
adolescents in India aged 12-18,
many remain unidentified.

Expenditure: <1% India’s
R&D spend as a share of
GDP, well below OECD
averages.

mation — from passive receiver
to active inquirer — is precisely
what large, sorting-driven sy-
stems often struggle to nurture.
When such a shift is combined
withmentorshipandacommuni-
ty of high-potential peers, it can
create a disproportionate, long-
termimpact on society.

Strategic Choice

This is why the Lodha Genius
Programme, that has offered
support to over 500 students at
Ashoka University, has expan-
ded to include younger students
at IISER Pune. It is no coinciden-
ce that more than 150 students of
these have gained admission to
leading universities and produ-
cedresearchthat makesthefutu-
relook promising.

Investing in early talent iden-
tification is not just an educatio-
nal philosophy — it is a strategic
choice with compounding re-

turns. Countries that have done
this seriously — Singapore, Isra-
el, South Korea—have seen their
investments closely linked to
strong research output, techno-
logical competitiveness, and glo-
balinfluence. These are not coin-
cidences. Theyare the product of
systems that decided, delibera-
tely, that demographic scale alo-
ne does not translate into intel-
lectualleadership.

What is needed now, for a
Viksit New Bharat, is a coordi-
nated shift. Governments, phi-
lanthropy, educators, and pa-
rents must come togethernot to
depend on rare ‘happy acci-
dents’, but to deliberately in-
vest resources in building sy-
stems that surface talent early,
creating multiple pathways for
recognition, and ensuring that
promising ability is identified
and nurtured before it fades in-
tothenoise.
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