“A Guide to Teaching the Gifted: What We Need to Know...and
Why We Need to Know It”

1. Do you think it is necessary to identify gifted students?

2. What are the benefits once a child is identified?

3. Are there negative effects on a child who is identified as gifted?

4. Do you agree or disagree with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development,
children learn best when they are reaching just outside their comfort zone?

Add your own questions:
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Need to Know It

By RACHEL LEVINSON, BROOKSIDE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, NJ

As a teacher, [ am constantly bombarded with questions
when it comes ta educating my most advanced students.
Such questions come from every side, but the most pressing
ones come from my own conscience. In striving to be the
best teacher | can be, [ am constantly asking myself whether
I am meeting the needs of aif of my students.

The population known as “gifted” is often the most over-
looked. People often assume these students are just fine on
their own. After all, they would probably pass the state test
even if they didn’t show up for school
all year! Others think that calling some
kids “gifted” fosters elitism and makes
other children feel inferior. Given
these opinions about gifted students, I
asked rayself whether it is even neces-
sary to have such a label. Why do we
care who is “gifted” and who is “not
gifted”? Should we lose the label alto-
gether and just look for what Renzulli
(2005) cwrw Using “gifted” as an adjective
rather than a noun is certainly appcm%} sug-
geststhat we dispense with the idea of gifted children alto-
gether. He proposes that we instead focus on providing
appropriate modifications to curriculum and instruction for
el children, since every child is different on an individual (and
not categorical) level. In this way, there would be no need for
labeling or classifying children, as their differing needs
and readiness levels
at any given time
would be recog-
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“Why isn't my child in the accelerated
math program?”—parent

What do { do with a student who already
knows everything 'm supposed to

“How come I'm the only one in the class
who goes to TAG?"—student
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there can be no aid for
meerting students’ needs if there is no identification, and
there can be no identification without a definition. However,
given the controversy OWMMMC*EM
to use it only when doing so will serve a greater purpose. To
that end I suggest a definition of gsftedne‘:‘; that is needs-

gifted only when it is a necessary step
toward meeting an individual stu-
dénzs’ good teacher should
almost always be able to provide de-
velopmentally appropriate learning
experiences for students who fall
within two standard deviations from
the norm. Labels only become neces-
sary when the teacher needs to pro-
vide something more than what can
typically be provided through differentiation’ within the reg-
ular classroom. Being ab_l_gm Y- egnfpgd\g@dems will
help gmdc a teacher’s actions both within the regular class-
room and in rcac,l'ung out to other resources when necessary,

—teacher

Identification and Education: Why and How?
There are three basic reasons a “gifted” student may need
to be identified, whether formally or informally. (See Figure 1)
1. To better understand some of the social and emotional
issues that may accompany advanced cognitive abilities.
2. To qualify students for specific pre-existing special pro-

(?{?3 grams for the gilted such as schoolsponsored after-school

conhtinued on page 10
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A Guide to Teaching the Gifted

continued from page 1

programs, a pull-out program, or special
sumimer camps.

3. To be aware of a greater need for
differentiation in the classroom, and in
some cases, to validate a drastically
moadified curriculum.

Social/Emotional Issues

Due to their advanced cognitive abili-
ties, gified students may experience cer-
tain issues more intensely than their
peers. This leads to certain social and

dened with students. Additionally, many
regular school counselors are not trained
to understand and counsel gifted stu-
dents. These students' social and emo-
tional issues are numerous and serious,
but who can help them in their time of
need? With the ideal situation in the back
of our minds, we need to think about
what we a5 teachers can do now to help
gifted students cope with such issues.
Identification. The identification
process rooted in social and emotional be-
haviors is usaally quite informal and relies
upon observation. Just like a physician,
teachers must be able to observe certain

FIGURE 1:3 Reasons For ldentification
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emotional problems that are often mis~
understood or ignored (Davis & Rimm,
2004). Here are a few examples of the
most common of these issues:

= Isolation—difficuity interacting/
%Onnecting with peers

* Behavior—frustration and bore-

% dom may lead to school behavior

problems

¢ Intense emotions—depression,

anxiety about world problems

(e.g., hunger, war, and death)

* Perfectionism—intense fear of

failure; unrealistic, self-imposed

standards

Many experts in the field have recom-
mended that counseling be an integral

¥ part G‘I"an'ﬁiﬁ?gm-fonhe-gi&ed.—@m’i%

& Riram, 2004). Although this would be

extremely beneficial, the fact remains that

school counselors are often overbur-

e
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behaviors and provide a timely and accu-
rate assessment. Identifying a problem
early may make all the difference in a
child’s development. To do this, teachers,
and others in the school building need to
have some basic knowledge of these issues
. Simply being aware that there are social
and emotional issues connected to gifted-
ness may help teachers and others connect
the dots, This minimal goal can be met
through 2 one-time professional develop-
ment session for the entire school, with the
possibility for additional follow-up training
for those who express more interest,
Intervention. An understanding and
supportive teacher presents the greatest
variable in the education of a gifted child.
Behavior problems caused by boredom
can be remedied through more challeng-
ing class work, once a teacher recognizes
W. Students who have

difficulty connecting with their peers may
benefit from a class or program for the
gifted where they will be able to interact
with students more like themselves.
Teachers can also make parents aware of
the issues, recommending that they [earn

more about their child’s particular Issues.
Once the problem is identified, the adults
in a child’s life will be able to react more
appropriately to each situation, and thus
ease the often misunderstood relation-
ship between the adult and the child. The
table that follows shows how identifica-
tion can alter the way a teacher reacts to
a student’s social and emotional needs.

Special Programs

Special programs for gifted students are
varied in design, intensity, frequency, and
purpose. Part of a teacher’s job may be to
recommend a student for a school-spon-
sored gifted program. This could be any-
thing from an after-scheol enrichment
session that occurs once a week to a full
time, selfcontained gifted class.

Identification. Schools usually use a
combination of criteria to select students
for gifted programs (VanTassel-Baska,
2005). The twools of identification should
match the program, of course, For exam-
ple, a student would not take written test
to get into advanced band. Similarly, a S00-
word essay may not help determine
whether to place a student into an acceler-
ated math class. Since each program has
specific qualifications and objectives, the
identification process must be formal.
Teachers must follow whatever formal
identification process the school requires,

When teacher recommendations are
used, The teacher must be able to answer
qu%ns about the student being con-
sidered. Objectives of the program must
beé made clear, in order that the teacher
will be betier equipped to answer the
questions and identify students who
would be 2 good match for the program.

. Is this domain in the stmdent's
strength and/or interest area?

2. Does the student possess the

prerequisite knowledge?

wwwnage.org



Identification Makes a Difference

SITUATION

Without Identification

With Identification

Max 1s distuptive in class. He

Max is disciplined with increasing severity.

iMax's teacher recognizes that he (s boted and
frustrated. The teacher begins to provide more

frequently intetrupts lassons to
call out ideas ar make a joke

Trips to the vice principal become frequent
Max begins to see himself as the“bad kid*
and, fed up with the systern, ends up
dropping out of high school

challenging work for him and also recommends him
for accelerated learning in an advanced course Max
finds renewed interest in school, and by the end of the
year his behavior problems are less evident.

Max is very upset every time he
receives any grade below 100.

Max's teacher tells him that his grades are
very good and he should be proud of

himself Max i5 nevet satisfied by a brief
remark, and eventually this fear ef falure
causes him to underachieve, first by not
turning in assignments and later expiasses
itself as an unwillingness to participate in any
extracurricular activities

Max's teacher recognizes aspects of petfectionism,
speaks to his parents about it, and together, through
suggested resaurces and strategies, try to help Max
understand and deal with his perfectionism,
recognizing it as a charactetistic of his giftedness to
be overcome.

3. Does the student have the abil-

ity and/or motivation to keep pace?

4. Would the student benefit from

this program? How?

Carefully considering these questions
should help any teacher decide whether
to recommend a student for a given
program.

Intervention. Matching 2 specific stu-
dent, or keeping an eye out for other
under-identified students suited for the
program presents the largest role for the
regular classroom teacher. To avoid elit-
ism and conflict, teachers are also re-
spoxxsiblmcmpting
environment to support differences in
students’ learning needs. When neces-
sary, teachers should articulate that spe-

cial school programs and services exist

_ because students learn differently, and
learning experiences that THese STudents
require are often not provided in the
regular classroom. Students should
come to understand that they are being
given learning opportunities that are
best for them, regardless of what other
students in the class may be doing.

Differentiation in the Classroom

The first essential component to help-
ing gifted students in the regular class-
room is to have consistently bigh
expectations. In my experience, chil-
dren will only work as hard and perform
as well as we expect them to perform,
Therefore, try to keep the bar as high as

WWW.N2gC,org

possrbie 10 encourage growth, good
work habits, and self-efficacy. Teachmg
to the middle or low end of the class is
not only frustrating for the gifted kids,
but will actually be counterproductive
for the majority of students. According
to Vygotsky's (1978) Zone of Proximal
Development, children ledrn best when
they are reaching just outside their com-
fort zone. A challenging environment

know and move on to more deveiop~
mentaii;i_:ﬁg_{ggg_tc actmuesgrmects
skills, and/or curriculum concepts.
Identification. The identification
process. for classroom. differentiation is
largely informal, but teachers must be able
to support their decisions. Much of the
identification process rests on knowing
students very well. In the beginning of the

year, teachers should admipister a learn-

with plenty of of support from the t(,achexﬂmg styles inventory, an interest inventory,
is an ideal way to reach a larger pool of %nd a placement test in each subject. It is

sm_dents keeping them all engaged.
While maintaining h?gﬁpectaticns is
a helpful way to keep students chal-
lenged and engaged most of the time,
there are times when teachers must alter
the content, process, or product in some
way to meet individual needs, There are
many and varicd ways to differentiate,
from leveled questioning to tiered activ-
ities. Carol An%son(z%fﬁﬁers
a comprehensive guide for teachers o
the why, what, and how of differentiat-
ing at all readiness levels. Incorporating
some of these differentiation strategies
will help classroom teachers challenge
an even greater range of students.
There sometimes comes a point
when the curriculum itself is the piob-
lem, and teachers must make more
drastic adjustments. The most effective
way to do this is through cusriculum

compacting (Reis, Burns, & Renzulli,
1992). This strategy allows the most ad-

vanced students to prove what they

beneficial 10 keep records, sa that at any
time, recommendations can be made.

Infervention. Once the students have
been identified, the process becomes a bit
more formal, but extremely flexible, Tom-
linson (2001) presents a number of differ-
entiation strategies that can be utilized as
interventions. Cun‘iculum' compacting,
mentioned previously, is also a flexible
strategy for advanced differentiation that all
teachers may implement.in their own way.
Onee intervention strategies have been tar-
geted for a specific student population,
professional development is necessary to
give teachers the background knowledge
needed to understand how to go about
using them and the confidence to succeed.
It is also essential that there be an individ-
ual available for support should anyone
have questions and concerns.

Conclusion
There is much to be done o improve
the educational experiences of gifted chil-
continued on page 16
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are quite adaptable in presenting curriculum, and as a result, students can become
involved and excel in everything from paleontology to editing a literary magazine.

Hank and Casey Ramey, parents of Parker Ramey said, “We can appreciate the fact
that his classrooms do not

have ceilings that limit his
potential for learning.
This new learning envi-
ronment has restored the
spark in our son’s eyes.”
Teacher Teresa Haymore
sums it up best when she
says, “Teachers respect
the various areas of gift-
edness and encourage
every child to explore his
or her passions,

Da Vinci Academy students also bave the opportunity to take high school courses
for credit and there is hope for the school to offer dual enrollment for both high
school and college credit in the near future.

When Leonardo da Vinci stated, “It had long since come to niy attention that
people of accomplishment rarely sat back and let things happen to them. They
went out and happened to things,” he must have had the future staff and students
of The Da Vinci Academy in mind. It provides the opportunity for 21st Century
Learning at its best! ®

Future Problem Solving
Program International

Future Problem Solving Program International
(FPSPI) is a nonprofit educational corporation
administering creative problem solving
activities for students in grades K-12.

Get Involved
Check our web site to find the affiliate
program nearest you to obtain all the
details on how to get involved in
FPSPI. Research shows that former
FPSers are more confident in their
apility to soive problems, think critically
work as collabarative team members,
and create a positive future,
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continued from page 11

dren in regular classrooms throughout the
country. Teachers are the front line, Theo-
rists in the field of gifted education have
produced volumes of research, articulated
lofty conceprtions, and designed some ex-
cellent systems and models. However, it is
up to the reachers to implement these
ideas effectively. All regular classroom
teachers, and those being trained 1o teach,
should be educated about the characteris-
tics and needs of the gifted and talented
children. They should also have access to
the resources, services, and prograrms
available to schools and districts. Identify-
ing a child as gifted is only useful if some
action results from it. Teachers need help
understanding when and how to identify
gifted students, but most importantly, they
need to understand why ®
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