- Helping
- Gifted Learners

Pre-assessment is the first step;
differentiation is the second.
Here’s how teachers can

address the needs of
| their brightest students.

“I I Susan Rakow

l m bored! | learned this a long time ago

il Shawna lamented to her mother when
| she refused to do her math and spelling
| homework. Lately, she even resisted going

. 2 ) | W B, Ry | .|
o school. When Shawna's mother called

the weacher, Miss Jefferson said that

to find some kind of enrichment for !

fair. Even after a call to the

and her mother were left
! principal told her to relax and “let Shawna just be ;
kid.
Whenever we educators talk about raising achievement,

grade-level standards are most frequently the end goal lor

34 En 1oMalL LEADERSH I



ind with depth? Like Sl

1AWT1a, ey

ur class

requently languish in o
rooms, held down by the low ceiling
imposed by narrow assessments; mis
understanding of their needs; teachers'

s are often invisible as
we pare over Lhe scores of students “at
the bubble” anc

reams of data that are

SLPPOsSE _-.".LiLi:.' our decision making

indicate the test was |'-!|'i"l._1.|!i‘. 1n-
adequate for measuring what these stu-
dents know and are able 1o do. Even
though they may consistently score ai
the 99th percentile, many students don'’t
make sufficient yearly

Progress

A Matter of Will

Few leacher preparallon programs

ework in differentiation

IITE COUIL

for gifted and advanced learners o

strategies for teaching advanced classes

and content. Thus, even when teach

vant to help—and many do—ithey

lack the knowledee and skills to do so
ver, recent budget cuts have lefi

teachers with few resources, little expert

d specialists, and

to plan and create

t some schools and distnicts |
have chosen o include gilted and

i 1 ;s in their proles

1t discussions, school

ctional planning

c: I students

enroll and succeed in adv

placement (AF) school classes,

teachers need to nurture their talent [

e them in _~.{:'.ll.|t'r-

and adeguately prepa

Foa o s Rt e phT e T . [
K-8. Some reasons are more principled

School mission statements

typically include statements like “all

£ dan educalion

students should rec
that optimizes their potential,” should
also apply to gifted learners, And some ||
reasons are political: Parents with means |
insist on such programs, or they leave
the public schools [or homeschooling,
online schools, or private schools
Whar [ollows are some best prac
tices in gifted education that schools all
around the United States have imple-
mentecl to ensure that every student

grows and learns each vear
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What Teachers Can Do

Tiered Assignments
Tiered assignments offer students at different starting points
appropriate ways to engage with the same content. For
example, a student who's fluent with basic work in frac-
tions might have homework that focuses on problem-solving
using fractions and pre-algebraic constructs. Other studants
might have a homework assignment that involves mora
concrete activities, such as cutting and creating physical frac-
tions (pieces of a pie, fraction bars, and so on). In language
arts class, tiered assignments might be as simple as vaned
journal prompts. Social studies teachers rmight give advanced
lzarners more complex comprehension questions on a
whole-class text.

Alsa, for students who
resist doing homework
because they insist that they
already know the matenal,
teachers can combineg pre-
assessment with tiered
homewark assignments
to help ensure fair and
appropriate accountability
decisions.

Most Difficult First
Teachers can use this
strategy as a pre-assessment
or as a differentiated practice
activity, |t's most effective with skill-based content, such as
math problems, spelling, and so on. For example, instead

of completing a whaole sheet of 25 practice problems, the
student completes the five most difficult {which, in math, are
often the last fivel. Students who do them correctly don't
have to complete the remaining problems. This strategy also
can engage underachievers who refuse to do homewark that
they perceive to be a waste of time.

Curriculum Compacting

Curriculum compacting is best applied to seguential material
or to more concrete skills like grammar or math computation.
In curriculum compacting, the teacher pre-assesses students
1o see what parts of the curriculum they already know. Stu-
dents who have mastered specific areas are not required to
complete the grade-level work in those arsas but can move
on to the next level, if there is one, If there isn't, the students
can use that time to work on another subject area or project
of interest. Curriculurn compacting fits well with independent
inquiry projects.
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Independent Learning

Gifted and advanced students often have clear areas of
interest, so independent study and inquiry projects are a
natural match. In younger grades, teachers might work with
students to create contracts that identify a topic the students
want 1o explore as well as the product they wish to create

to share what they have learnad. It's helpful for students to
complete a time sheet showing when they have worked on
the project and to meet with the teacher at set times during
the week. Students can work independently on their projects
during “choice time” or when they have finished their regular
wiork: The "resident expert” model developed by Susan
Winebranner' works well for
students doing independeant
learning in the elementary
grades.

For older students,
research might involve
connecting with a mentor
outside school and sharing
their work with an authentic
audience or with classmates.

Parallel Curriculum Model
For those looking to do

more substantive curriculum
rewvision, the parallel cur-
riculurm model is a thorough
way 10 revise contant, processes, and student products

far & unit of study. Drawing on both cognitive and affective
learning outcomes in four strands {or parallels], the model
identifies the core curriculum (What are the key content
standards and learning outcomes?); the curriculum of identity
(What relationship does this content have to an individual
learner?); the curmiculum of connections (How does this
content connect across disciplines, time, place, and so on?);
and the curricwium of practice {(How is this content imple-
mented and applied in the real world?).

For example, while typical students might be studying
core curricular concepts around the American government,
advanced |learners might explore nation-building and the cre-
ation of new governments; compare the American system
to other nations’ governments; or examine the connection
between economic and political systems.
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"Winebrenner, 5. (2001). Teaching gifted kids in the regular
dassroom. Minneapolis, MN: Free Spirit Press.



unit-based pre-assessment avoids the
issue of requiring a gilted label. Instead,
any student who demonstrates mastery
on the pre-assessment hecomes eligible
for advanced work.

Pre-assessments don't have to be
tests, although obviously post-tests,
often provided by extbook publishers,
are suitable, especially il questions
are hased on state standards. Pre-
assessments can also be graphic orga-
nizers, journaling, charts, or concept
maps. Whatever their form, they should
be directed at multiple levels of Bloom's
taxonomy to explore students’ depth of
understanding,

For example, a pre-assessment on
a 6th grade social studies chapter on
China might include some questions at
the “remember” level of the taxonomy
(What is a dynasty? What religions
developed in China? Who was Con-
[ucius?} and some at a more advanced
level (China has a dilferent kind of
government than we have in the United
Stares. Describe what you know about
China’s government and explain how
it's similar to or dilferent rom ours.).
Math concepts should be paired with
computations, word problems, and
written responses explaining students’
rationales lor their answers,

Consider one 2nd grade teacher [
worked with, who developed a dif-
ferentiated spelling program. All stu-
dents ook the spelling pre-assessment
on Monday. Those who scored above
83 percent moved on to the next unit
of more difficult words and more chal-
lenging activities o apply them—aned
they didn't have to do the spelling
workbook pages. For the first few
weeks, a small number of students
passed and moved on. But when the
rest of the class realized that they, oo,
could skip the workbook pages if they
studied the words lor the next unit over
the weelkend, their achievement rose
dramatically. End result? The majority
of students completed two years of
spelling in one.

A word for principals here: When
administrators are observing in class-
rooms for appropriately differentiated

instruction for gifted and advanced
learners, the first thing wo ask [or is
the pre-assessment. If there's no pre-
assessment, there's no significant
differentiation.

50 what might Shawna’s teacher do?
She could give Shawna a pre-assessment
to see whether she really knows the
material. (There may be other reasons
Shawna says she’s bored.) The teacher
could check her standardized est scores
and previous report cards (especially
teacher comments) to get additional

If there'sno
pre-assessment,
there’'s no significant
differentiation.

information. She could administer addi-
11Pm1 types of pre-assessments—such as
an interest ar learning-style inventory—
to explore having Shawna work on
extended learning projects in her areas
of interest. :

She could consult with the prin-
cipal or with the gifted intervention
specialist or district gifted coordinator,
it one is available, She could suggest
that Shawna's mother connect with the
state gifted organization or the National
Association for Gilted Children, which
has an active parent network. If Shawna
consistently tests out of material in all
content areas, the teacher could use the
lowa Acceleration Scale w gather infor-
mation before meeting with significant
stakeholders. The teacher could even
consider whether grade-level or subject
acceleration is appropriate. Teachers
make the soundest decisions only after
thorough pre-assessment has taken
place and in collaboration with others.

Mext Step: Differentiation

It’s Not Just Different

Too often, educators substiture faddish
quick-hxes for significant change.
When Virgil Ward (1980) described

the need lor a “differential educarion”
for gifted learners, he was certainly not
envisioning a tic-tac-toe board or a song
about prepositions. Carol Ann Tom-
linson (2001} reminds us that differ-
entiation is a philosophy, not mervely a
strategy. Ir's based on the belief that we
need to identify each student’s starting
place for learning. That's why pre-
assessment is the essential first step—
and dilferentation is the next.

Most teachers will say they already
differentiate. But what they olten
mean is that they make accommoda-
tions [or students with special needs
in accordance with individualized
eclucation programs (1EPs) and 504
plans for students with disabilities. For
teachers, accommodations are much
easier than differentiation lor advanced
learners because the content is already
prescribed and, in many cases, so are
the pace and strategies. In addition,
accommodations are usually connected
to meeting grade-level standards with
which the reacher is already [amiliar.

Dillerentiation for advanced learners
requires something else: The teacher
must be familfar with above-grade-level
standards, in-depth content beyond the
grade-level text, advanced and extended
resources, and alternative instructional
strategies. The Fordham Report High-
Achieving Students in the Era of NCLE
(Loveless, Farkas, & Duffer, 2008)
describes what we already know—that
teachers have received little or no prepa-
ration lor meeting the needs of gifted
and advanced learners. As a result,
many ask these leamers to do some-
thing different, but it's not differentiated.

Far example, a student who dem-
onstrates on a pre-test that she knows,
understands, and is able to use a set of
vacabulary words appropriately may not
have to do the chapter in the vocabulary
workbook. Instead, the teacher may ask
her to create a song using the vocab- *
ulary words, This is a misapplication
and misunderstanding, not just of
dillerentiation, but also of multiple
intelligences. The student has already
mastered the material. She needs o
learn something new, not just practice
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the same waords in a different way. The
teacher has ignored the substance of
the results of the pre-assessment. The
student needs new vocabulary, appli-
cation activities that include etymology
and Latin and Greek word parts, and
reading assignments that reflect her
capability to handle more complex
material.

Differentiation isn't just “different.”
Here's where principals and adminis-
trators are often led astray when they
conduct observations and evalua-
tions.! If they see students doing dif-
lerent things, they may assume that the
teacher has differentiated these activities
on the basis of students’ needs. The
only way an observer can determine
whether appropriate differentiation is
taking place is if he or she understands
how the teacher used the pre-assessment
to assign students to activities. This
is especially difficult to ascertain with
young children and leaming centers.

If everyone rotates to all the learning
centers and does the same activities, no
differentiation is occurring. i

Starting Out

ideally, a gifted intervention specialist
can work with the classroom teacher to
review the pre-assessment, help design
activities, and collaborate when the
multiple groups are working. Students
may be advanced in different ways

and will require varied materials and
approaches.

For example, if young children were
logotoa lr;:aming CETIET On insects,
the teacher might differentiate activities
at ascending levels of complexity by
color. He or she would guide students
to choose among red, blue, or green
activities, basing this guidance on an
understanding of each student's read-
iness level for this particular coment,
including the student’s pre-assessment
results in both reading and science.
This would reduce situations in which
advanced students take the easy way out
to finish quickly or struggiing learners
select activities so far beyond their zones
of proximal development that they are
sure 1o experience frustration or failure.

The following weelk, the teacher could
change the meaning of the colors or
use dillerent colors so students don't
decide that blue means smart and green
means dumb. Besides, the groups would
always vary depending on the content,
thus helping to avoid assigning labels.
The complexity ol differentiation
requires that teachers start with some-
thing manageable, especially if they're
waorking alene. They should begin with
ane unit or subject area al a time rather

and interest to make appropriate place-
ments. By the time students reach about
6th grade, advanced and gifted learners
need subject specialisis. And 1o meet
with these teachers and use the teachers’
time effectively, stuclents need o be
grouped.

Students who demonstrate advanced
knowledge and skills in science in Tth
grade probably need an additional
licensed science teacher with advanced
content knowledge, perhaps even with

Even though they may consistently score

at the 99th percentile, many students

don't make sufficient yearly progress.

than try 1o dillerentiate all units for the
whole year at once. One way of easing
this process is to work during summer
planning time with a gilted intervention
specialist, consultant, or laculty member
[rom a local university Lo develop activ-
ities and materials,

Grouping—Not Tracking

Most elementary schocols have special
groups for struggling leamers as well as
special classes for students with physical
and mental disabilities or behavior
problems. These placements should

be data-based, [requently revisited for
appropriateness, and reflect principles
of social justice, The labels we apply o
students help them access these services
and therefore can be helplul.

But when we look at the typical
response to grouping practices lor high
achievers, the party line is frequently
“we don't use tracking.” Of course not.
Mobody uses tracking anymore in the
way it used to be implemented—as an
inflexible trajecory toward college, the
lactory, or the street.

However, we do use achievement
grouping to meet students’ needs. Just
as in grouping lor special services,
these groups should be fexible and
[requently reevaluated. Teachers should
use assessments that document student
ability, prior achievement, motivation,
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high schoaol teaching experience, to
prepare them for AP science classes
or dual enrollment at a local college

. The same is true for math and foreign
' language.

The “gifted” label simply isn't enough.
Too many schools provide pull-out or
push-in services with a gifted inter-
vention specialist for just a few hours a
week. These programs offer wonderful
opportunities for crearive problem-
salving activities; participation in
competitions (such as Destination Imag-
ination, Knowledge Master Open, Geog-
raphy Bee, or MathCounts); and social
interactions with studems’ intellectual
peers. But like students with learning
disabilities, gified students are gifted all
day long. In elementary school, teachers
can offer flexible reading and math
groups, interest centers, and Internet-
based enrichment in their classrooms
while the gified intervention specialist,
who provides the pull-out or resource
room program, can offer a different and
maore challenging kind of curriculum.

Laying the Foundation

Omce gifted students hit middle school,
often called the “black hole of gilted
educarion.” lew services are available.
In addition, the pull-out model, which
worked in elementary school, is a social
disaster in middle school. The peer



pressure not to be "a nerd” is fierce,
and being pulled owt of class often
embarrasses gilted students at this

age. A recent Fordham report (Xiang,
Dahlin, Cronin, Theaker, & Durant,
2011} describes how “high flyers” often
hit a wall in middle school, where the
emphases on social development, well-
roundedness, and athietic competition

middle school

can trump meeting students’ academic,
artistic, and intellecrual needs.

The fact is that if we expect students
1o take AP courses in high school, we
need to lay the [oundation in middle

school. Many 6th graders could take
pre-algebra or algebra and possibly
complete a high school-level honors
geometry course before they leave

So what are the roadblocks?
First, there's the assumption that
serving gifted leamners is inherently
undemocratic. Second, the detracking
movement insists that all students
have access to the same advanced
material at the same time because it
shouldn't be restricted to an “elite.”
But when a schoal's racial, linguistic,

or ethnic diversity isn't reflected in
the makeup of advanced classes, we
need to address the problem, not
cancel the class! Finally, the pressures
of standardized testing and account-

resources, can inhibit even a motivaled
district or school from implementing
programming for gifted and advanced
learners and professional development
for their teachers.

One district with which | have
worked addressed the issue of lack of
diversity in advanced classes in high

ability, coupled with decreased linancial

What Schools and Districts Can Do

Continuum of Services
There should be'no one “gifted program™ in a school or
district, just as there should be no one special education
program. Some profoundly gifted learners
may need radical acceleration (two or more
grade levels); other advanced learners may
just need to be in an advanced math group!
Gifted learners. benefit from time spent.
with their intellectual peers as well as with
gifted specialists who can help them nav-
igate the sometimes-difficult social experi-
ences connected to being gifted, such as
being bullied and teased.

Acceleration

A Nation Deceived: How Schools Hold Back
Amenca’s Brightest Students,! the 50-year
meta-analysis of research on acceleration or
“grade skipping,” showed that acceleration
iz.an underutilized tool and that most stu-

dents whoare accelerated are successful. This includes aarly

entrance to kindergarten or 15t grade. Each school district

should have a policy for implementation of grade and subject

acceleration just as they have policies for grade retention.
When making acceleration decisions, using the lowa Accel-

eration Scale as an information-gathering tool can ensure that

key stakeholders consider all available data and perspectives.

Homewaork
Schools and districts may need explictt policies that instruct

teachers not to penalize students by insisting that they make
up homework or classwork missed while they participate in a
pull-out gifted program. Forcing students to make up missing

work may make them feel that being gifted is a punishment

Early Identification

District testing and assessment policies, including screening

Eﬁtering kindergartners and transfer students, should include
opportunities far identifyving gifted learners.
This is especially important in urban
areas and in areas with sizeable popula-

. tions of low-income students and English
language learners. Schools can identify
advanced learmingpotential and giftedness
using many of the same tools they use to
identify students with learning disabilities.
Reliable early screening and identification
tools include the Wechsler Preschool
and Primary Scale of intelligence; the
Woodcock-Johnson 1I: the Cognitive Abil-
ities Test (CoghAT); and checklists such as
the one developed by the Ohio Department
of Education in its publication The Young
Gifted Child: A Guide for Families®

Twice-Exceptional Students

School and district policies should include provisions for stu-
dents to receive both special education services and gifted
services where appropriate. For example, a student wha has
support for his or her attention deficit disorder through the
special education department should also be eligible for any
advanced groups or classes for which he or she qualifies.

'Colangelo, M., Asspuline, 5.G! & Gross, M. USM. (2004). A
nation deceived: How schools hold back America’s brightest studenis.
lowa City: The Connie Belin and Jaqueline ™. Blank International
Center for Gifted Eduecation and Talent Development.

*Ohio Depanment of Educaton. (n.d.). The yvoung gifted child:
A guide for families. Columbus, OH: Author,
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school by starting with kindergarten.
Understanding that AP calculus and

AP English students are nurtured from
a young age, the district began using
alternative talent identification tools
{such as the Naglieri and Discover
assesstents) 1o find more high-potential
minority stucents. These assessments
draw more on students’ multiple intel-
ligences and nonverbal problem-solving
skills than traditional verbal-oriented
students

ability tests do. However,

weren't just dropped into an existing
academic gifted program. Teachers
and administrators recognized that
they needed Lo build a bridge for these
students between their strong, often
nontraditional, abilities and traditional

academics.

Taking Action

The time has come to put aside the ol
dated notion that lexible achievement
groupings designed 1o meet students’
needs are the same as tracking and

-
-
.

View the story of one
school’s success...

boystown.org/great-expectations

Call 888,820,005 for mare information.
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cannot also rellect principles of social
justice. IUs also time for the United
States as a nation 1o do a better job of
nurturing our most capable and creative
students and providing them with the
taols and opportunities they need to
lead us into a brighter furure. B

IThe Differentiated Classroom Obser-
vation Scale by Cassady et al. (20047
a useful ohservation tool lor principals
and supervisors who want 1o identify
whether differentiation is ocourring in 2
classroom. Also, see Carol Ann Tomlin-

son's nheervation ool al www cosa k]2

or.usfdownloads/profdewTomlinson/
(1% 2000hs% 20 Form--Permission. pal
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The Boys Town Education Model®™ emphasizes research-proven
practices that help you create a productive environment where:

* Students and staff are safe

* Academic and social skills are the norm for your school
+ Dffice referrals are significantly reduced
* Teachers devate more time to teaching and
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