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FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK

Joan Franklin Smutny

Differentiated instruction is a highly effective means for
understanding and responding to the unique learning needs of
gifted students in the regular classroom. Designed to build from
teachers’ current repertoire of instructional strategies,
differentiating does not undercut or interfere with their existing
curriculum. It enables them to reach children who represent a
wide range of ability levels and learning styles (LD, bilingual,
highly gifted, pre-primary, primary, girls, left-brained, right-
brained, etc.). Thus, while it is ideal for gifted students,

differentiation uses teaching strategies to develop the unique

strengths and talents of all students.

This issue is divided into three sections: Differentiating:
Premises, Practices and Challenges; A Parent’s Perspective; and
The Arts—A Catalyst for Differentiating. It explores how
teachers can make curricular modifications, extend learning
opportunities and adjust assignments to match the learning
profiles of individual gifted students. In differentiation, teachers
collaborate with students in the learning process, investigate and
build upon student differences, and apply content in all subject
areas to individual needs, abilities and interests. The issue
provides many examples of educational contexts where
differentiated instruction can extend the learning of each child,
particularly the gifted.

Susan Winebrenner begins the first section with an article
that challenges some deeply entrenched beliefs about highly
able learners. She argues that most schools still hold to the
theory that gifted students can fend for themselves, that they can
benefit other children as role models, and that the heterogeneous
classroom can adequately fulfill all their educational needs.
Winebrenner discusses the importance that gifted students learn
and develop their abilities—as other children are allowed to
do—and that they have an opportunity to work together. She
perceptively explores ways that the current educational system
can meet the learning needs of gifted students and provides
important information on such topics as staff development,
compacting, differentiating the curriculum and tips for training
teachers to implement cluster grouping in cases where no pull-
out options exist for gifted children.

Cathy Freeman, Gail Herman and Pat Hollingsworth
examine the usefulness of open-ended activities to differentiate
the curriculum. Drawing discerningly on their experience with
Project SAIL, they demonstrate the importance of providing
open-ended projects with parameters or limits. Project SAIL
employs the fine arts, humanities, writing, interest development
and drama to generate specific activities that evoke higher order
thinking and multiple intelligences. With parameters in place,
open-ended activities have an extraordinary capacity to meet the
needs of students at different ability levels simultaneously.

Bertie Kingore shows how problem-based performance
tasks can encourage excellence in mixed-ability classrooms.
Exploring how to integrate multiple learning styles and
multilevel problem solving, she offers a range of tasks as
examples that incorporate differentiated subjects. Problem-
based tasks motivate all students to excel, to engage in decision-
ing and also allow gifted children to engage in higher level
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critical and creative thinking and to experience a complexity and
challenge in content that they rarely encounter in the regular
classroom.

Marsha Hestad discusses the significance of using a team
approach to create a viable educational alternative for gifted
students. As in the case of a child with special learning
problems, a gifted student needs a plan of action that involves
the parents, teachers, administrators (including a gifted
coordinator if there is one) and, when needed, a school
psychologist. This allows everyone involved with the child’s
welfare to pool their insights and understanding of her/his
special abilities and educational needs. A differentiated
curriculum needs to evolve from a team who can collaborate to
ensure that this alternative plan is working for the child.

Dan G. Holt and Colleen Willard-Holt describe a unique
problem-based learning program that evolved through a
business-school partnership. Teams of students (grades 6-12)
solve real business problems posed by corporate co-sponsors.
Though not designed exclusively for gifted, the program is ideal
for high ability students since it involves interdisciplinary
content, advanced problem-solving, innovative and higher order
thinking, in-depth inquiry and research. Topics include
environmental issues, manufacturing, and marketing.

Phyllis Salerno creatively employs nursery rhyme
characters to explore how differentiation can meet the unique
needs of individual students. She gives each character an
imaginary set of strengths, weaknesses, learning preferences and
interests and casts Mother Goose in the role of the teacher who
creates and adapts curriculum to enhance their abilities. Salerno
shows how a teacher can spontaneously design alternative
activities within the day’s instruction that respond to the
educational needs of individual students.

Sally Walker argues that differentiation has been around
long before it became a buzz word and effective teachers have
practiced its principles as a matter of course. Not to be seen as
a quick fix to all difficulties faced by gifted children,
differentiation only works when teachers have a clear sense of
the content to be taught and the student needs that require
greater complexity and challenge. Problems arise when
differentiation is practiced as a strategy for groups of students
who seem to have similar abilities or needs. This works in some
instances, but Walker points out that differentiation often
requires individualization-the careful design of activities for the
individual needs, talents and interests of individual gifted
children. A highly gifted student, for example, almost always
needs a curriculum differentiated above that of other gifted
students.

Carol J. Morreale confronts objectively some key problems
schools face when attempting to implement differentiation.
These problems include the fact that: differentiation demands
time and planning which impels many teachers to use it more for
students with learning problems; gifted students resist the
challenge out of a desire to do what the rest of the class is doing;
and parents misunderstand differentiated instruction and think
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the school is burdening their child. Districts need to meet
challenges such as these with a practical, well-conceived plan
that provides information and support for teachers, students and
parents and a strategy for coordinating efforts for the benefit of
the children involved.

In the last article of this section, Jerry Schecter addresses
the question of what happens to gifted students who receive no
differentiated instruction in the regular classroom. More
specifically, he explores the ill effects that a school experience
with no struggle—that is, no academic struggle—create later in
life. Gifted students who go on to college or to other spheres of
endeavor where they have to exert to a much greater extent than
before may become more or less dysfunctional. The lack of ease
in academic accomplishment is a shock, especially if they never
experienced a genuine challenge in all their years of school. To
survive and contribute to the world, gifted students need to learn
that struggle in learning is not the end of the world, but part of a
process that can advance their abilities and their resiliency as
human beings.

In .the second section—A Parent’s Perspective—Judith
Harway shares her ideas on differentiation as an educational
consultant to a gifted program and as a parent. This dual
perspective provides unique insight into the issues both teachers
and parents face in trying to create a more appropriate education
for gifted children. Harway demonstrates the crucial importance
for teachers to have adequate training and follow-up support to
meet the needs of gifted learners. She offers a wide range of
examples of curriculum differentiation in actual school
classrooms and how they benefit talented students.

Karen Morse discusses the challenges of highly gifted
students in the regular classroom and shares how a parent
experiences the extraordinary demand, energy and voracious
hunger for learning that their children bring to the family. She
examines how homeschooling enables informed parents to
differentiate instruction to an extent rarely possible in the regular
school. It provides an individualized education with accelerated
curriculum, flexible pacing, meaningful enrichment, complexity
and depth in the daily learning process.

David J. Mitchell, another parent, describes the
development of his gifted son and the ways he and his wife met
his special educational needs. Because regular schooling could
not sufficiently challenge him, the Mitchells supplemented his
school experience through complex projects and activities
related to his interests. The child thrived and developed because
of the determination of his parents to provide raw materials for
his projects and support-emotionally and academically-whatever
new direction he sought to take.

In the third section, The Arts—A Catalyst for

Differentiating, Dan G. Holt assesses the ways that the arts’

expand critical thinking, stimulate analytical and complex
problem-solving, and engage the imagination. He shares a
number of teaching strategies and projects to enrich the
curriculum, generate new ideas and enhance the creative process.
Holt maintains that the arts are basic to the growth of gifted
children and should always be used to enhance the learning
process.

Jerry Flack focuses on the extraordinary art work of
E l{llCLOCker as an enriching and sensitizing force in the lives
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of children and adults who read and explore them. Flack
reviews the most available books with Locker’s illustrations. He
provides excellent research questions and creative prompts to
help children inquire into subjects in more depth and engage in
imaginative work of their own. Teachers and parents can adapt
them to a wide range of learning situations.

William Ray Heitzmann demonstrates how to use editorial
cartoons to stimulate critical thinking in students. Cartoons can
draw on multiple talents and learning styles to develop
children’s interpretive and analytical abilities in a range of
subject areas. Drawing on current research, Heitzmann offers
useful guidance on how to prepare gifted students for an
exploration of caricature, symbolism and other techniques
employed by cartoonists. His activities work well for
differentiating the curriculum because they operate on multiple
levels depending on student ability and interest.

Ray Sheers focuses on the potential of theater arts to
develop the talents of gifted children. Theatrical work is an ideal
strategy for differentiation because of its adaptability and
versatility within the curriculum. Gifted students with a range
of talents and learning preferences can easily find their niche in
the design and production of a theatrical event or exercise.
Visually artistic and technologically gifted students, for
example, can make unique contributions to theatre without
having to perform. The opportunity to research ideas, explore
character, dialogue, movement and visual imagery develops
potential that academic course work can not.

Designing a curriculum that is rigorous and challenging for
gifted students is a difficult task. The result is well worth the
effort. A differentiated curriculum includes a variety of learning
options that respond to different readiness levels, interests and
learning profiles. For gifted students, this means that they have
the opportunity to work hard, master a substantial body of
knowledge and think about issues and problems in critical and
innovative ways. Gifted students thrive in classrooms where
instruction is concept-driven, where assessment of student
readiness and growth is ongoing, where flexible grouping occurs
regularly, and where they can become active explorers of
subjects that interest them. They progress in a climate where an
integrity and consistency of differentiating are in sensitive and
rich expression.

JOAN FRANKLIN SMUTNY is the Director of the
Center for Gifted at National-Louis University in Evanston, IlI.
She teaches creative writing to gifted children and gifted
education to graduate students; is co-chair of Membership and
of Special Schools and Programs for NAGC. She is assistant
editor/advisor for Understanding Our Gifted; guest editor for
Roeper Review and series editor for the Creativity Division of
Ablex Publishing. She has authored and edited six books with
several more to appear this year, including How To Stand Up for
Your Gifted Child: Making the Most of Kids’ Strengths at School
and at Home (Free Spirit).

For more information, write or call: The Center for Gifted,
National-Louis University, P.O. Box 364, Wilmette, Illinois
60091. Tel: (847) 256-5150 ext. 2150; Fax: (847) 251-4684.
(www.centerforgifted.com)
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THE ESSENTIAL ASSUMPTIONS REGARDING
DIFFERENTIATION OF CURRICULUM FOR GIFTED STUDENTS

Susan Winebrenner

Entering this new millennium has caused me to reflect about
the situation in which gifted youngsters and their families find
themselves. For more than seven years, I have been traveling
around the United States, Canada, and Australia, speaking about
my books to educators and trying to help them find politically
correct ways to recognize and serve the exceptional learning
needs of gifted youngsters. It has not been an easy task.

Between the Sputnik era and the 1990’s, gifted education
enjoyed considerable support in this country, with many states
granting financial assistance to school districts that provided
program opportunities for gifted students. During the 1990’s, the
attention of the educational community in America turned,
almost exclusively, to the needs of students who were not
experiencing success in learning. The time for this was long
overdue, and 1 applaud the noticeably positive effects this
attention has had on that target group in many districts.

Cost of Strengthening Learning Outcomes For Struggling
Students Borne by Gifted Students

Unfortunately, a price has been paid for these successes by
the most capable learners. Most classroom teachers and district
administrators have demonstrated, by their attitudes and
behavior, that students who are already scoring high on local and
state assessments are doing just fine and need little teacher
attention or concern. In many places, programs for gifted
students have been abandoned in favor or placing these kids in
totally heterogeneous classrooms for their entire school day. A
commonly held belief is that their presence provides positive role
modeling for other students, which might lead to improved
achievement scores for those who have scored low.

The research on role modeling clearly indicates that an
emulatable role model is someone who is somewhat more
capable than oneself, but rarely one who is an expert in the field.
For example, if you were going downhill skiing for the first time
in your life, and you mistakenly had ascended to the top of a
Black Diamond slope, how likely would you be to try skiing this
day if the only skiers you watched were experts? Could you
actually visualize yourself becoming so skilled as you struggled
to keep your ski tips even with each other? How much more
likely would you be to ski today if your role models were viewed
on the Bunny Hill, falling down often but arising again with all
limbs intact? In much the same way, gifted students are rarely
perceived as emulatable role models in heterogeneous
classrooms. Better role models are found in high-achieving
students with effective work habits and a positive attitude about
helping other kids learn.

I regret that another factor which may have led to the
abandonment of some gifted education programming is the title
of my book, Teaching Gifted Kids in the Regular Classroom.

Many administrators who have not actually read the book

concluded from its title that I support the practice of full-time
nhr‘ement of gifted students in heterogeneous classes. This was

l: KC 2r my intention. Those who actually read the book know that
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my definition of an effective program for gifted students is to
combine pullout or accelerated classes with compacting and
differentiation opportunities available in the regular classroom.

I also strongly support full-time cluster grouping of gifted .
kids in otherwise heterogeneous classes with a teacher who
knows how to teach gifted youngsters. In this way, gifted kids
can experience the benefits of working with their learning peers
and being taught by a teacher who can consistently challenge
them. There is more information on this practice later in this
article.

Providing Challenge and Appropriate Differentiation for
Gifted Students Is Compatible with Present Educational
Philosophy

There is a sentence in the mission statement of most schools
which pledges that all students will be able to actualize their
learning potential. This implies a belief that all students are
expected to experience learning at their personal challenge level.
The reality, however, in most heterogeneous classes, is that the
most capable learners often are just marching in place—with
little or no noticeable forward progress. In order to actually
challenge such learners, teachers would have to design and
implement differentiated learning opportunities. With so much
pressure on teachers to bring the below-level learners up to
standards, many report little time or energy to notice or provide
for students who get high grades and high scores on most
assessments. Even though no new learning may be taking place,
gifted students’ contributions to their school or district test scores
are expected and accepted as though the educational community
had actually caused these favorable outcomes.

All parents have a right to ask this question of their
children’s teachers: “What evidence do you have that my child is
working at her challenge level in your class?” All teachers have
an obligation to answer that question. This means that teachers
must know how to provide learning experiences that stretch
students’ existing capacities. To offer a “one-size-fits-all”
curriculum is inadequate. Gifted students are not special - all kids
are special. But given the fact that curriculum designed for age-
appropriate learners cannot possibly challenge students who can
learn content designed for older students, differentiated learning
experiences are required.

Teachers often cannot be convinced of the real need for
differentiation until they know the value of challenging all
students to move into uncharted waters. Gifted students often
don’t come close to their learning potential especially when they
are “given” high grades for work they know took little to no
effort. Although most teachers believe that all students should
have their self-esteem needs met as part of their learning
experience, few realize that self-esteem actually is enhanced
when success is attained by completing something a person
perceived would be difficult or challenging (Rimm).
Development of high self-esteem requires that students be
permitted to challenge themselves in an environment in which
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their mistakes and struggles, as well as their successes, are
allowed and appreciated.

When students get high grades and other kudos for work
they know required little or no effort, their self-confidence is
undermined, and they learn to always find the easiest way out,
postponing their exposure to challenge in many creative ways.
Many really fear that if they try something challenging and are
not instantly perfect at it, others might conclude that they are not
really very smart after all.

To assume that gifted students are learning because they
demonstrate minimum standards on state assessments is

. ludicrous. In Colorado, Oregon and several other states,
educators realize that gifted students should be expected to
exceed basic competency levels, and goal statements describe the
expectation that such students should be scoring at exemplary
levels. In order for this to happen, gifted students must spend
considerable class time working on differentiated activities while
their classmates are preparing for these high-stakes assessments.

Inequities in Attention to the Learning Needs of Gifted
Students

There is a dearth of understanding in this country about the
frustrations encountered by gifted students and their parents
regarding the lack of opportunities for gifted students in public
schools. I believe one reason is that giftedness has never been
understood for what it really is—simply a manifestation of the
degree to which one is different from age peers.

As our system has been impacted over the last 25 years by
the influx of students from many other countries and cultures,
there has been a well-funded response from the educational
community in the name of multi-cultural education. Ethnic
diversity has been recognized and many programs are in place
which are dedicated to teaching all youngsters to recognize,
accept and 'appreciate cultural and ethnic diversity. A similar
situation exists vis-a-vis programs that purport to help youngsters
resist peer pressure to use drugs and other harmful substances.
The strongest message taught to youngsters in such programs is,
“Just say no to peer pressure to do something you do not wish to
do.” Why not extend the objectives of these programs to
empower kids to “just say no” to peer pressure to not be too smart
or get grades that are too high. ’

I fail to understand why we cannot simply extend the
objectives of such education programs to helping all students
understand and appreciate differences in learning ability.
Teachers try hard to make sure students with below-average
learning ability are protected from being teased and taunted by
other kids. Yet such protection is rarely available for high-ability
students to help them cope with the many ways in which they are
rejected by peers and by the education system in general.

The inequities in programming for gifted students are
reflected in funding formulas as well. OQur country’s financial
response to this situation is ludicrous—with $20 billion currently
available for special education, compared to less than $20 million
nationwide for gifted education. Even pending legislation would
raise that amount to only $50 million or so, making less than $1
million available per state for gifted education. Twenty billion
dolla{s provides about $400 million per state for special
E “l‘Cm. Legislation to enforce the special education
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guidelines gets stronger every year. There is no similar mandate,
national or state, that accompanies the language of differentiation
expectations for gifted students with adequate funds to turn those
‘expectations into reality.

If you visualize a bell-curve, you can see that both very weak
and very strong students are equally as far removed from average.
By virtue of that fact alone, gifted students should be as entitled
to appropriate differentiation opportunities, as are students who
struggle to learn.

There is also very little attention given in teacher education
programs, at both the undergraduate and graduate levels, toward
providing appropriate training to empower teachers to meet the
differentiated learning needs of gifted students. Fewer than ten
states in this country currently require an educator at any degree
level to take even one course in gifted education. so even if
frustrated parents find a teacher who empathizes with their gifted
child’s dilemma in school, most teachers truly do not know how
to provide appropriate educational responses to their learning
needs. Yet no educational candidate could leave college without
taking at least one full course in teaching students with learning
difficulties. What does this say about how our higher educational
system values the educational well-being of its most capable
learners?

Life in the World of Giftedness

Being among the top 5 percent of students in heterogeneous
classes is often not a positive experience. Significant pressure
exists that sends tacit messages that it is unsafe for you to
demonstrate your true abilities. Other students may exhibit
unfriendly body language and articulate hostile comments that
label high achievers with deprecating names, such as “nerd,”
“brain,” “dork™ and worse. Some teachers allow these things to
happen and may even have negative feelings themselves about
students who may appear very demanding or critical. In order to
fit in with age peers, many gifted students conclude that it will be
better if they hide their exceptional abilities. “The kids won’t like
me,” is a phrase often heard by frustrated parents who themselves
struggle to find ways to help their kids balance the need for peer
acceptance with the need to remain true to their exceptional
learning abilities.

There is intense, constant pressure on many gifted
youngsters to conform to average or “normal” behaviors. Of
course, gifted kids are normal—for their advanced intelligence
levels. They are simply not average. Once gifted students enter
adolescence, the pressure to do just what peers expect is so
intense that it causes many gifted kids to pretend to be much less
capable than they really are. What really frightens me is that this
phenomenon is increasingly visible among gifted students in
high socioeconomic communities. More and more highly
capable students are demonstrating by their school behavior that
itis not “cool” to be smart or work hard in school. These attitudes
create disrespect between students based solely on academic
learning ability. Time and again we have agonized over this issue
as we have witnessed violence in our schools, caused partly by
years of frustration over perceptions of being rejected for some
difference that becomes the target of ongoing negative attention.

Perhaps these inequities reflect the price we have to pay for
living in a democratic society with egalitarian values. In the
United States, Australia and some other democratic countries,
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there appears to be a mistrust of those who can excel in
intellectual pursuits. I believe it has something to do with
worries that such people will consider themselves better than
others and, in some way, strive for positions of power and
authority. Ifind it fascinating that there is no similar suspicion of
people whose excellence is in athletics, fine or dramatic arts.
Those people, especially if they become celebrities, are privy to
all kinds of treatment that would be given the negative label of
elitism if bestowed upon intellectually exceptional persons.

It is very difficult for parents of gifted kids to learn how to
advocate for what their children need in school without appearing
self-serving.  For most of the history of public education,
frustrated parents of gifted youngsters had very little recourse but
to find a way to pay for private schooling for their kids.
Generations of gifted kids and their parents have become
exhausted trying to find educational settings that would provide
consistent learning challenges. Now, there are many more
options available, most of which are much less costly than
securing an education in a private school. The number of home-
schooled kids increases dramatically every month. There are
now numerous web sites that provide support for parents who
want to home school their kids, including some designed
specifically for home schooling gifted children. In many states,
the public schools must still provide access for home-schooled
kids to extra-curricular activities. Charter schools that were
designed to challenge high-ability learners in a supportive
atmosphere exist in many states. With these increasing and cost-
effective options, the price public education will have to pay if it
continues to ignore its gifted students is the loss of those persons
from public education altogether!

How to Meet the Learning Needs of Gifted Students in
Today’s Educational System

What options do we have for reversing this trend of ignoring
the learning needs of exceptionally capable students? There are
two areas in which efforts should be concentrated. The first is
staff development to support curriculum differentiation for gifted
students, and the second is cluster grouping of gifted students.

Staff Development—Improving Learning for All Students

When we examine the history of pull-out programs for gifted
students, we discover that most of the “state-of-the-art”
expectations in today’s classrooms were pioneered in those
programs. When we brought together kids who were gifted in
reading and other language arts, we provided literature-based
reading and integrated language arts learning experiences. When
we taught gifted math students, we focused on critical thinking
and prdblem-solving experiences. When we taught these kids in
social studies, we implemented thematic-interdisciplinary
learning units.

The question has been raised, “If teachers of regular classes
now focus on higher-level learning experiences for all their
students, aren’t gifted kids being adequately challenged in these
heterogeneous groups?’ The answer, unfortunately, is often
negative. No hard statistics are available, but this type of
teaching and learning is probably available in fewer than 20
percent of American classrooms. Furthermore, if learning
experiences are improving for all students, it is reasonable to
E lillcct that gifted-students will also be moving ahead.
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Since these strategies are now expected to be available to all
students in heterogeneous classrooms, training teachers how to
challenge their most capable learners leads to better educational
experiences for all students in any class.

Compacting and Differentiating the Curriculum for Gifted
Students

Many teachers acknowledge the reality that highly capable
learners need challenging learning opportunities. Their fear,
however, is that students who already know the material they are
planning to teach will create additional demands on their
planning time to locate and provide extended learning
experiences. Many also fear that they won’t know what to have
the eligible students work on in the time that is created by
compacting. “Compacting,” a term coined by Dr. Joseph
Renzulli, means finding ways for gifted students to spend less
time with the curriculum designed for age peers. Compacting
practices include pre-assessing students to give them full credit
for what they have already mastered, providing differentiated
activities for gifted students to work on instead of “the regular
curriculum.”

Many teachers resist the notion of compacting and
differentiation because they fear it will just create a lot more
work for themselves. However, teachers can find creative ways
to plan regularly with other teachers, such as during team
planning time, making the practice of differentiation much less
terrifying if the differentiated activities are ready before the
regular content is taught. Even if no students qualify for
compacting and differentiation at the beginning of the unit, the
differentiated activities might be used by some students who
“finish early” or by the entire class as culminating activities for
the unit.

Compacting and differentiation efforts should revolve around the
following guidelines:

1: All learning activities, including thematic, interdisciplinary
units, should have pre-assessment opportunities available for
students who volunteer to demonstrate prior knowledge and
mastery of concepts, ideas and skills. Whatever method has been
planned for assessing student progress during or at the end of a
particular unit of study is the same method that can be used for
the pre-assessment. Whether the pre-assessment takes the form of
a written test (measuring student response as the class
brainstorms all they know about an upcoming topic) or
performance on a designated task, any student who chooses to
participate in the designated task should be encouraged to do so.
When the pre-assessment is open to all who think they could
demonstrate the required degree of mastery, there should be little
resentment from students who are unable to do so, particularly if
the “regular” activities are interesting and challenging.

2. Students who qualify for differentiation after the pre-
assessment spend much of their class time working on extension
activities, some designed by the teacher and some reflecting

_ student choice. These students need to pay attention to direct

instruction only when the teacher is presenting material the
students have not mastered. When students need acceleration of
content in addition to or in place of extension, such as in very
sequential subjects like reading or math, some acceleration of
content may be required. Students might be allowed to work
with a group from a higher grade for the subject areas in which

8



they are significantly advanced. In rare cases where a
youngster’s entire learning level is quite advanced from age
peers, radical acceleration or double promotion is another option.

3. In subjects where pre-testing is not feasible since the content
is new for all students, teachers compact the time students have
to spend learning the designated content. The rest of the time,
students are becoming “resident experts” on a topic related to the
unit content. When they share what they have learned with the
class, the unit content is enriched for everyone.

4. There are many ways for parents to help in situations where
students are experiencing compacting and differentiation. They
might suggest topics which particularly interest their child and
ask that part of the time the youngster spends on differentiated
activities in school be related to that area of interest. I believe it
is also appropriate for such students to spend part of their
homework time working on a specified section of their resident
expert project at home. This arrangement helps the teacher
extend the classroom differentiations into a differentiated
homework opportunity. Parents should be alert that their job is
not to ask the teacher for more work for their youngster, but for
different work that will interest and challenge him or her.
Emphasis on grades should take a back seat to the values inherent
in providing highly challenging learning experiences.

Once teachers learn how to challenge their gifted students in
manageable ways, joy and excitement abound. Teachers make
comments like, “I wish I had known about these things earlier in
my career” or “I just can’t wait to get back to my students to try
some of these things with them.” I've even heard the second
statement during- summer training, when one would not expect
teachers to be anxious for school to start!

Tips for Training Teachers to Provide for Gifted Students

In teaching teachers, it is very important to allow adequate
time during the training workshops for them to plan the actual
activities they will offer to their students. This way, they learn to
plan activities that will increase the interest, meaningfulness and
relevancy of the work for all students. When each student
perceives his work as exciting, there is little or no resentment
toward those who are doing the differentiated activities.

A matter of intense concern is classroom management. In
order to try something different with their students, teachers need
to know that the technique will flow smoothly in the classroom
and will be relatively easy to manage. I spend considerable time
demonstrating methods that help students understand exactly
what they are supposed to do in class on a given day. Methods
are demonstrated to help teachers keep records of students and
specific options used. We discuss ways to help students improve
their own organizational skills and take more responsibility for
managing their independent working time. I demonstrate ways
that teachers can spend time with students who are working on
differentiated tasks, so these students don’t feel abandoned by the
teacher and are aware that help will be available for them when
they need it. Behavioral guidelines for students working more
independently are suggested, along with consequences for
students who are unable to follow those guidelines.

By the time teachers leave the workshop, they have concrete
plans about which strategies they will use and how they will
-G those options. Before closing, we talk about ways in
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which teachers can continue to support each other as they work
to implement compacting and differentiation opportunities in
their classrooms. The research on staff development concludes
that lasting change is more likely to happen when teachers have
peer support during the entire implementation process. I strongly
encourage the formation of school-based study groups, led by
teachers in the workshop and open to all interested teachers in
their building. Meeting together at regular intervals during the
school year, teachers select methods to try, help each other with
implementation and have group discussions on the pros and cons
of each method. Without such a support system at a school,
teachers who attempt to use methods they have learned in a
workshop are likely to abandon them as soon as they encounter
any barriers to success. With the study group members available
for each other, the likelihood of being able to work out glitches
as they occur is very good. Therefore, the likelihood of lasting,
effective changes coming from teacher training methods is also
greatly enhanced.

Cluster Grouping Gifted Students

Lets return briefly to the issue of self-esteem. One goal is
that all students feel acceptable just the way they are; that one
doesn’t have to change to become more “normal.” Gifted kids,
especially as they enter adolescence, often hide their intellectual
abilities because the message they perceive at school is that they
would be better off if they were more like other kids. Classes
need to provide safe havens for gifted students to demonstrate
their exceptional learning ability without feeling weird or
unacceptable.

Regular grouping practices do not automatically provide for
the needs of gifted students. Although totally heterogeneous
grouping appears to be a beneficial arrangement for most
students, gifted kids do not thrive well if they are purposefully
separated from each other so that one or two can be placed in
each class as role models or leaders. When gifted kids are
grouped together for part of each school day with learning peers,
they are much more likely to demonstrate their capabilities
because they have others like themselves who can validate that
they are “ok” just the way they are. As Dr. Ellen Winter of
Boston College writes, “Gifted children are often socially
isolated and unhappy, unless they are fortunate enough to find
others like themselves.”

The practice of cluster grouping can provide for this
grouping option without returning to the former method called
“tracking.” Tracking involves grouping all students together with
students of similar ability. Cluster grouping, on the other hand,
groups together only the students who can benefit from it.
Instead of making sure all classes have at least one or two gifted
students, plan to purposefully cluster academically gifted
students together in groups of four to six and place them in an
otherwise heterogeneous group. Recent research by Dr. Marcia
Gentry (1999) provides fascinating data, showing that cluster
grouping benefits not only the gifted students, but others as well,
in such concrete ways as improved achievement.

There are several benefits from this type of arrangement.
Teachers are more likely to offer the types of curricular
modifications gifted kids need, and all students in the class are
equally eligible for those modifications if it can be demonstrated
that previous mastery has been attained or that exceptional talent
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with a particular topic is observed. Gifted kids are more likely to
take advantage of those opportunities because they will not have
to work alone when they do.

Parents of gifted students should advocate for their children
to be grouped together, even if only in small groups in otherwise
heterogeneous classrooms. When gifted students are “clustered”
in this way and placed with teachers who have had training in
appropriate teaching strategies to use with gifted students, they
are much more likely to respond to opportunities designed for
them. They are more willing to show what they already know
and to spend class time working on tasks that provide more
challenge for them. When a teacher has four to six gifted
children in a class, he is much more likely to consistently include
special planning for their needs to take their learning beyond the
parameters of the regular curriculum. Parents of clustered kids
soon realize their children are actually experiencing something
very close to a full-time gifted program. In addition,
administrators and school board members appreciate being able
to provide for the needs of gifted students without incurring
significant extra budget expenses. .

Cluster grouping for gifted students is an appropriate
expectation from parents since the practice of total heterogeneous
grouping robbed their children from experiencing consistent
opportunities to learn at their challenge level. It’s time to balance
the scales.

Be sure to locate the research by Dr. Marcia Gentry to help
you share the benefits of this arrangement with teachers,
administrators and school board members. You may call me toll
free at 1-888-327-3477 and leave an address if you would like to
receive a list of districts in several states that use cluster grouping
successfully and are willing to share their experiences with
administrators who are seeking information. They probably will
not discuss this with parents, so find an administrator who is
willing to at least gather the appropriate information.

Conclusion

The time has come for teachers who sympathize with the
inequities gifted students experience in school to be pro-active in
their efforts to bring forth an educational system that will provide
for the learning needs of these exceptional children. The time has
come for parents, who wish to see the needs of their children met
in public education, to become noticeable political advocates for

them. The way to make this happen is to expect all teachers to
provide compacting and differentiation opportunities to any
students who qualify by meeting the described expectations. The
platform upon which these advocacy efforts rest is the notion that
all students deserve an education in which they are consistently
being challenged in their learning experiences. Anything less is
inequitable.
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CURRICULUM DIFFERENTIATION TO BRING

OUT THE BEST IN STUDENTS

Cathy Freeman, Gail Herman and Pat Hollingsworth

Adult health clubs are quite differentiated for interests, skills
and abilities. People that come know the program will be varied
according to individual abilities. Most of us are thankful not to
have to do the same number of repetitions as a dedicated body-
builder. We are thankful not to have to do the same weights as a
linebacker on a football team. Chances are the body-builder and
the linebacker are equally glad they are not limited to the workout
of the average 9 to 5 office employee. People are free to choose
their own workout levels. Granted, this is differentiation for
physical differences rather than intellectual differences, yet the
principle is the same both instances: the goal is for participants to
be best served.

Schools often, in an attempt at fairness, require the same
from all students regardless of abilities. Some children will be
overly challenged, others will be under challenged, and a few will
be at an optimum challenge. It is important for teachers to be able
to provide challenge for all students.

Open-ended activities have long been used as a strategy for
differentiation. However, giving unlimited choices has not proven
to be an effective method in achieving the most differentiated
responses from students. Nancy Hertzog (1998) found that the
quality of responses from students given unlimited choices in
product, process and content was not nearly as high as when there
were limits on the product. She also found greater differences in
responses when limits were placed on the product. Many of us
who frequently use open-ended activities have found this to be
true. Teachers often call this “freedom within parameters.”

Education in the fine arts is an excellent vehicle for
implementing “freedom within parameters” Each medium,
whether it be creative writing, drama, visual arts, or music,
carries built-in parameters. Drama and music productions are
usually performed for a live audience, while visual arts and
creative writing must be done ahead of time. The student’s skill,
interest, imagination, and ability naturally differentiate products
in the fine arts arena.

Open-ended, differentiated activities must contain the
opportunity for using upper-level thinking skills. Study of the
humanities inherently requires more abstract and higher-level
thinking. To understand and apply these richest parts of the
human experience demands analysis, synthesis and evaluation.
The blending of the humanities as expressed through fine arts
provides an excellent opportunity for classroom differentiation.
Students are exposed to high-level content as well as an artistic
experience. A program entitled “Project SAIL” was designed to
provide students with these learning opportunities.

Project SAIL is a three-year U. S. Department of Education
Javits grant whose purpose is to identify and nurture the gifts and
talents of economically disadvantaged students. Open-ended
activities are strategies used extensively in Project SAIL. The
Project SAIL theme, “Searching for Patterns in History,” focuses
on an interdisciplinary approach to the study of the history of art

©
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mc‘litecture. Students examine the ideals of each time period,

from ancient Egypt through Romanticism, to see how these
ideals influenced the art and architecture of the time.

Art

In Project SAIL, students first learn the most important art’
rules. These are:

1) Make no put downs of yourself or others during art class.
Being critical during this time shuts down the brain and does not
allow you to make good decisions.

2) Do not say, “I messed up.” Instead say to yourself, “This is not
what I intended. Now I'm going to figure out how to make this
into something else.”

Drawing is a skill that can be learned, just as handwriting
can be learned. It teaches students to be observant and to notice
subtleties. Drawing is an engaging, open-ended learning tool that
differentiates for students’ abilities. It has been a neglected
method for learning. Drawing is a way to express oneself and
communicate, and it should be widely used in education. During
the Project SAIL art classes, teachers who participated began to
believe they could use these skills with their own students.

Each day of Project SAIL, the art teacher came dressed in a
costume representing the time period being studied. During the
Middle Ages study, she came as a monk who described what it
was like living in a Romanesque monastery. As she spoke, she
drew a Romanesque building and had the students and teachers
drawing as well. Everyone was able to participate and to achieve
some level of success. The activity was differentiated by learner -
response.

In addition to learning about architecture and how to draw
buildings, students also learned to draw the human head. One
day, when dressed as George Washington, the art teacher
discussed the restraint and dignity of the Neoclassical time
period. She had students draw the head of Washington as she
also drew on the board. In this project there are definite
limitations on the products but great freedom of individual
response. At the end of Project SAIL, 80 percent of the students
reported that they felt their drawing had improved.

Writing

Each day students had a variety of ways to learn about the
time-period being studied. They listened to costumed speakers
and drew pictures of famous buildings and people; they used
books and artifacts available at Interest Development Centers;
they participated in games and chants, and dramatized action and
events. All of the activities focused on developing an
understanding of the ideals of the time period and how those
ideals influenced the arts, architecture and the lives of people.

Writing was a time to distill, to record and to express what
had been learned. Students did prewriting activities such as
developing a list of sensory words to describe the time period.
For example, students created a list of words about what they
might have seen, heard, tasted, smelled and felt had they lived in
ancient Egypt. They described such things as the sand under foot,
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the sweat in the eyes, the aroma of baking bread and the heat
shimmering off the desert. In another prewriting activity,
students described how the thick, heavy Romanesque
architecture contrasted with the light, delicate Gothic
Architecture.

Writing is an excellent way to provide open-ended activities
for students. The product is defined but students differentiate
through content and process. Writing is an open-ended activity
that allows students to go beyond the usual expectations.

Interest Development Centers

Interest Development Centers provide the opportunity for a
classroom teacher to differentiate according to students’ interests
and abilities. At Project SAIL, four large common areas are set
up with an Interest Development Center for each time period,
from ancient Egypt to Romanticism. Each center contains
posters, artifacts and books about a time period. For younger
children, the centers contain such things as a sand table for
Egypt, plastic Roman armor, a Middle Ages castle, Baroque
“finery” and tricorn hat. Students have opportunities to use the
centers each day. Interest Development Centers can be set up in
classrooms and used to stimulate enthusiasm in subjects that
might be new to students and are also a way to create excitement
about a variety of topics. The centers can be the focus of an
assortment of open-ended activities.

Drama With Younger Students

Differentiation is defined by Carol Ann Tomlinson (1999) as
“a teacher’s response to learners’ needs.” Teachers want to help
students learn something new each day instead of “circling the
airport” waiting for the control tower to give permission to land
(Burns, 1999). Good teachers of the visual and performing arts
have been differentiating for years. The artist mentor adapts
instruction to meet the skills and knowledge (content), processes
(ways to learn), and performance levels (product) of their
student(s).

One of the most common ways that drama teachers
differentiate is by allowing students many opportunities for
choice according to their interests. Teachers inquire who is
interested in having more opportunity to create scene ideas,
characters, sound effects, or costumes and props. Teachers might
talent-spot students who are excellent directors. After a period of
improvisational creating, some older visual-spatial students
might enjoy keeping the maps or promptbook of the blocking
chosen for the final production. Teaching students about multiple
intelligences (Gardner, 1986) only increases students’ awareness
of choices and their burgeoning problem solving abilities,
especially in the kinesthetic, musical, linguistic, interpersonal
and visual-spatial areas. Students then choose or may be given
more differentiated instruction, tasks and roles to play in the final
production. In order to differentiate, the teacher must be a good
observer and a good listener.

Students preparing stories for performance do not all need
the same audience challenges. Some students will be challenged
by speaking and acting in front of their younger schoolmates;
others will be challenged only when they reach beyond the
school audience into the larger community. These students might
perform on local cable TV, in libraries, historical societies, or

Teachers can differentiate in drama through all these means:
interests, ability or readiness, complexity of tasks and instruction,
and through offering different products and audiences.

Project SAIL included “at risk” K-5 students from
University School at the University of Tulsa in their summer
program. These children attended classes in drama, art, science,
writing and research.  Primary students worked on Egyptian
culture in drama classes. They were fascinated with the details
of Egyptian life, especially the building of the Pyramids.
Students who were facile with words and movement loved
exploring the inside of the Pyramids using mime as part of a
creative drama activity. The verbal students talked freely about
what they “saw” along their journey and in their chambers; the
kinesthetic students were busy miming what they knew. All the
information they had found in their Interest Development Centers
began to seep out through mime and “robber” conversations.
Some of the more kinesthetic students were very interested in the
workers and their tasks; others were interested in the thefts of the
tombs and the scientific methods of the scientists who
rediscovered the burial chambers. From text and picture books,
these primary students found images that turned into improvised
scenes.  For example, they learned that one way Egyptians
created great stone blocks for the Pyramids was to pound wooden
wedges into cracks, pour water over them, and then wait until the
wood swelled enough to enlarge the cracks so the block of stone
could be extracted. Anything of interest to the students was acted
out, sometimes silently, other times with sound effects or
dialogue. Some students told us what they found and then the
teachers narrated it as the students acted it out.

Most of the scenes involved four major topics: the Pharaoh’s
leisure, the builders’ hard work, the robbers’ illegal thefts, and the
scientists’ careful extraction. Many little scenes developed that
were mimed with a song describing the action of the play. A
college student dance mentor helped choreograph the mime
movements to fit the words to our song, which was sung to a
well-known tune. Sometimes musically talented students will
create their own original tunes to accompany a play.

The Ancient Greeks, Homer, and even Aesop would be
envious of the third and fourth graders’ version of “Achilles’
Heel” (Hollingsworth, 1998). A brief version of the myth was
recounted as one of several ideas to explore in drama class. An
“organic storyteller” (Herman, 1986) often stops during a second
story retelling to ask students what they see happening. This is
one way to differentiate for visually creative and linguistically
clever student contributions. In this story, three such “organic
interventions” (Herman, 1999) were used. For the first organic
intervention the question was asked, “What do you think mother
Thetis did to keep her soni, Achilles, safe before she remembered
the magic of the River Styx?” Some visually aware students
were brimming with images such as Thetis holding Achilles and
singing lullabies, Achilles wrapped in baby armor and Achilles
safe in a “playroom cage” Each of these scenes was then
improvised with a different student playing Achilles and Thetis.
(Students who thought up the ideas were not necessarily eager to
be the actors.) In the following days, musically inclined students
spontaneously brought in original lullabies they had created or
remembered their mothers singing to them. All of these were
sung and integrated into the scenes.

B “l‘lC«as storytellers at birthday parties for younger students.
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Students had to solve an artistic problem involving the story
structure. They had to create ways to show that Thetis and
Achilles were not satisfied with each of Thetis’ ideas for keeping
Achilles safe. Finally, after all the scenes were improvised, we
acted out Thetis’ solution in the original myth: by dipping her son
in the magic River Styx, Thetis helped Achilles become strong
and invincible. Musically aware students created sound effects;
they chose the lyre and chimes for the River Styx scene and the
flexitone for Achilles’ bouncy-baby movements.

The second “organic intervention” was generated at the point
when General Ulysses needed men for his army. The question
was asked, “What else do you think Thetis might have done to
keep Achilles hidden from Ulysses?” This time students offered
two ideas for Thetis: she might board up the house and she might
hide Achilles in a closet. After acting these two organic scenes in
small groups, we returned to the plot of the myth. Thetis
disguised Achilles as one of his sisters. However, Ulysses
returned with beautiful fabrics for the sisters and weapons for
Achilles to examine. Ulysses knew Achilles could not resist
touching shiny new weapons. Sure enough, the sisters gravitated
to the beautiful cloth while Achilles (disguised as a girl) headed
straight for the weapons.

The third organic intervention came at the time of the battle.
Students wanted to use swords, soldiers on horseback and
soldiers with arrows. These scenes were action-packed with
mime movements that needed to be staged for the safety of the
students. Kinesthetic students shined in this activity. Mime
movements were practiced while standing on two very visible
floor lines and facing one another. Imaginary swords and arrows
became very visible through the mimed actions. Pairs of students
worked out choreographed sequences. The soldiers on horseback
began at one end of the line and rode in pairs flailing their
imaginary weapons overhead. In the final scene, actors used
slow motion to focus the audience’s attention on the arrow being
shot into Achilles’ heel. Everyone else froze in position. Sound
effects on percussion instruments (temple blocks for horses, slide
whistle for arrows, bells and gongs for swords) augmented the
battle scenes.

The students who were studying Rome were also fascinated
with everyday life. They brainstormed occupations and broke
into groups to explore the roles of chariot racer, artist, sculptor,
senator, Olympic runner and gladiator. To share their work each
day, the “Three Ring Circus Structure” was used. Students were
seated in small groups around the periphery of the room while the
“ringmaster” called the audience’s attention from scene to scene.

On the first day after brainstorming, the students worked in
tableau (frozen pictures) by creating signature postures for their
characters. The postures conveyed how each character felt about
his or her occupation. Next, the students mimed sequences for the
various occupations; they continued to make creative choices
about the characters’ attitudes. The next day each student created
brief statements or conversations about what they were doing.
The senators, for example, created a scene in the Roman baths
and then went on to make speeches in the Senate. Drawing upon
the knowledge of Roman life that students had gleaned from the
Interest Development Center, they decided what each senator
mlght want to change or increase, then created brief statements

I: lClelr causes. The sculptors, on the other hand, used other
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students as “clay” and created sculptures in slow motion. This
scene could be set with musical sound effects using percussion
instruments such as lyre, chimes and temple blocks.

On the fifth day a circle-structure play was created, modeled
after the Japanese story called “The Stonecutter,” in which the
subject of the story becomes disenchanted with his occupation
and dreams of changing his career. When he wishes to be a king
just like the one he sees in the valley, he finds himself in king’s
clothing riding a great white horse. In our version of the story,
the main character was an artist who did not want to be an artist
any longer. He decided to try working as a chariot racer. Once he
became integrated into his new occupation, he found reasons why
this job was also unsatisfactory and changed to still a different
occupation until finally he returned to being an artist, realizing
that, for him, it had the most positive qualities.

Choices about what problems students will solve are the
most common way to differentiate in drama class. Students
choose to use their musical intelligence whenever they attempt to
find the right sound(s) for a particular action, mood or scene.
They use their kinesthetic intelligence when solving problems
that involve communicating actions and characters with their
bodies. They use interpersonal intelligence when solving
problems relating to the feedback and encouragement they give
to each other. They use their artistic and linguistic intelligences
when they solve visual and spatial problems in the playing area,
and when they create new dialogue for characters and new scenes
for the drama. The drama coach can also differentiate by asking
for help by providing advanced content when needed. For
example, students with a demonstrated flair for creative dialogue
and language expression could benefit from vocal and physical
character coaching. Others advanced in mimetic representation
of action and objects may need more attention in developing
mime techniques. Other students who gravitate toward the sound
effects may need to explore percussion instruments. When
teachers make these kinds of adaptations, however briefly during
a drama session, differentiation occurs and students feel
recognized for their interests and abilities.

Drama With Older Students

The room darkens. The crowd hushes as several fifth graders
in chicken costumes enter the stage. They are immediately in
character, becoming the chickens they have invented during the
weeks prior to the Winter Drama Festival. They begin to sing to
the tune of “Frosty the Snowman” the lyrics they have written to
narrate their Revolutionary War play entitled “Phoebe the Spy”
based on the story of Phoebe Fraunces as recorded in a book by
Judith Berry Griffin.

“Phoebe the spy, had a very merry heart,

She was the cleverest girl in the Revolutionary War,
though she’s only 13.

Phoebe the spy, had a very important jéb,

We’re going to tell you in our play today, so we can’t
give it away. Bahk!”

The students tell a few chicken jokes and a plot to kill
George Washington unfolds. The students have spent weeks
planning, developing, and polishing to achieve this unique,
creative, and historically accurate version of the Revolutionary
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War story of their choice. Sixteen fifth graders each developed
their own character, weaving together a lively play born from
facts as well as their imaginations.

Each winter, teachers who participated in the summer
Project SAIL bring their students to the Winter Drama Festival at
the University of Tulsa. Before an audience of parents and peers,
students perform 10-minute plays tied to historical content
covered in the fall social studies curriculum. Play topics for fifth
through eighth grade are student-selected and the dialogue
student-generated. Producing this collaborative, student-
improvised play based on social studies content areas, such as the
Revolutionary War, provides an excellent vehicle for
differentiation in the classroom.

Even in a classroom of gifted students, a variety of ability
levels, strengths and interests are present. Through the process of
creating a play, talents and strengths emerge that may not have
had the opportunity to show up in a regular classroom situation.
Students gifted in verbal communication, who may find writing
challenging, excel in creating dialogue and believable interaction
between actors. Classroom leaders promote unity and direction,
while students focusing on interpersonal relationships provide
encouragement. Artistic students often show up with a needed
prop they have made, and students who are “experts” in various
aspects of the topic take charge of details. Musically gifted
students may add a song or musical rap narration. Students with
a sense of humor add another important ingredient to a drama
production.

Before the play process begins, students conduct research
individually and in groups. Together the class brainstorms to
generate varied and unusual themes for the play within the
content area covered. Students elaborate on their favorite
themes, examining the possibilities that could be developed from
each idea. Topics are gradually narrowed down by voting until
one theme is chosen.

The class works together to create a plot line which is written
down, step-by-step, and displayed throughout the process. This
plot line may be modified later as needed. The group discusses
what characters are needed in the play and a list is drawn up.
Students choose all the characters they are interested in playing
and with the teacher decide on who will play which parts. When
the planning is completed, improvisation and polishing begins.
For each scene, the teacher clarifies what information needs to be
conveyed to the audience. Students improvise dialogue based on
their character and the plot. The group offers its input. Scenes
are practiced and polished until the play can be completed
smoothly in 10 minutes.

All levels of Bloom’s taxonomy of cognitive learning are
utilized as students create their play. Knowledge, comprehension
and application are crucial to any dramatic performance.
Students need only memorize, express and dramatize to
demonstrate these levels of cognitive learning. Students utilize
the more complex, higher levels of analysis and synthesis
through the development of character and plot. They examine
their characters and various plot twists, experimenting with
different developments and making choices based on these ideas.
Students must integrate their knowledge to translate information
into dialogue and action based on their character’s qualities. For
' E T C«)le, in order for students to develop the character of an

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

honest, loyal, good leader they must find ways to demonstrate
these qualities through actions and words. They must plan,
coordinate with others and create and organize action, props and
costumes.

Students must think creatively to solve logistic problems in
portraying events on stage. For example, one play called for a
donkey. At this point, all action stopped and the students sat down
and brainstormed ways to get around the obvious impracticality
of using a live animal on stage. The students’ solution was to
have a class member stand behind the curtain while holding one
end of a rope and hee-hawing while the on-stage actor mimed,
pulling on the rope attached to the imaginary donkey.

Students have the opportunity to elaborate and dig deeper in
gathering information to supply plays with realistic detail.
Research questions arise such as what types of foods were eaten,
who prepared it, how did people find out the news of the day, or
what might an officer’s wife wear. Assignments are given to
individual students, along with suggestions from the group or
teacher as to where this information might best be found.

The students have an excellent format for evaluation.
Attending the Winter Drama Festival allows students to watch
many other plays, one quickly following another. Students
observe first-hand what does or does not work in a play. They
soon see why they must speak loudly and clearly. They
understand the importance of letting the audience in on the plot.
They experience good plays that hold their interest and confusing
plays that must be quietly endured. They know what happens
when an actor breaks character. They store away ideas that might
be applied to future plays.

Productive thinking (brainstorming) and decision making
are used to select the play topics. Often, especially in the fifth or
sixth grade, students select a story to dramatize. Plot lines are
easily developed in these plays and extra characters can be added
to accommodate the number of students in the class. All students
must be on stage and speak. Many choices are available for these
characters. For example, one class chose to dramatize
Washington Irving’s Headless Horseman. Most girls wanted to
be Katrina VanTassel. After Katrina was chosen, two girls who
also wanted to play the part developed characters as maids to the
VanTassel family—one a ditzy, silly maid, and the. other, a
decrepit old one. Both characters were as memorable as Katrina
Van Tassel herself.

By the time students are in the seventh or eighth grade and
have both acted in and seen a number of these plays, they may be
ready to try something different. They may move beyond mere
dramatization to creating a more abstract representation of
history by reorganizing their knowledge from an entirely new
angle. For instance, this year one group chose to research wives
of presidents as their play topic. Each student researched a
specific president’s wife, including dress, attitudes and
relationships with her husband and family. Then, in a therapy
format, each became their character and interacted with one
another.

In order for all these beneficial cognitive results to be
effective, a classroom atmosphere conducive to risk-taking must
be attained. An open, student-centered environment where ideas
are accepted and respected, even if they are not actually used, is
essential for creativity. Ownership of the play must belong to the
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students. When students “own” their play, their product is a true

reflection of their ideas for a real audience. This encourages self-
initiative and creativity in problem solving. The students must
solve problems themselves. It is important for the teacher to not
solidify in his or her own mind what the play will look like. The
teacher must be flexible and act as a facilitator by prompting, not
dictating or judging. Patience is required.

The teacher has quality control and ultimate veto over
appropriateness in all areas. Rules are laid out beforehand. In
this day of crude comedy, a good rule of thumb is to require that
the humor be witty and clever, without being rude or shocking.
The teacher should model the behavior expected by students and
treat students and their ideas with respect. Put-downs or laughing
at others is absolutely inadmissible. Nothing closes down
creative flow like embarrassment and humiliation. A student
whose contribution is a put-down, is required to give the “put-
down” person two genuine compliments. This is a good life skill
and helpful training for seeing the cup half full instead of half
empty as well as keeping the class focused on the cooperation
necessary to produce a play.

If a student is stumped about what to say or do in a situation,
all action stops and group brainstorming begins. The students
learn that what is good for one person’s performance is good for
the whole play. In this creatively safe environment students think
and rethink their ideas, throw out the dross, and their very best
product is the end result.

The benefits of differentiation through drama are manifold.
In the cognitive domain, students learn about historical events,
various points of view, customs, details about daily life, accepted
philosophies of the time and important people who have shaped
our world. In addition, they have learned to cooperate as a group,
think independently and creatively, express their ideas in a
positive way, speak effectively in front of an audience and strive
toward a common goal. Each student learns how to use his or her
strengths and abilities in a group setting to achieve a creation they
can call their own and which they are proud to perform.

Conclusion

Open-ended activities are one of the easiest methods of
differentiation to implement in the classroom. They can be
used in almost any discipline and at any grade level. As
students get older and attain more experience, they develop
confidence and skill levels that allow them to work more
independently and with greater self-direction. This type of
differentiation benefits all students because it allows them to
develop their own unique gifts and talents and helps them to
reach their individual potential.
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PROBLEM-BASED PERFORMANCE TASKS: ENCOURAGING
EXCELLENCE IN MIXED-ABILITY CLASSROOMS

Bertie Kingore

As students move into upper grade levels, the number and
kinds of creative projects typically decrease. Often, schools are
too busy covering the content to indulge in creative, hands-on
activities. Yet students of all ages retain information best and
demonstrate increased depths of understanding when they are
more actively involved at higher levels of thinking (Dods, 1997).
Furthermore, diverse learning styles and multiple intelligences
demand learning experiences beyond traditional paper-and-pencil
tasks. The challenge is how to incorporate appropriate content and
skills into creative learning opportunities for students.

Performance tasks that integrate creative problem solving
can encourage productive thinking and problem solving in
language arts, math, science and social studies through an active
learning format appropriate for kindergarten through high
school students. The teacher presents students with a multi-level
problem. Students work together in groups to collect additional
information, locate resources, pose solutions, reach decisions
and evaluate effectiveness. Because of the open-ended nature,
these problems respond to students’ diversity in readiness,
learning styles, interests and talents. All students in mixed-
ability classrooms can complete these performance tasks, but
their solutions demonstrate very different degrees of complexity,
vocabulary, depth and resourcefulness. Teachers’ observations
document that students enjoy these enticing experiences and are

motivated to excel. The tasks require students to demonstrate

their thinking and skill mastery as they implement together
many of the problem-solving steps to complete the task.

Incorporate well-planned performance tasks in any unit of
study, and challenge students to demonstrate mastery of multiple
concepts, skills and state standards. These learning experiences
are not just something to do on Friday afternoon to provide fun
for students. Rather, the intent is to use this strategy often to help
you teach more effectively and document achievement levels.

Modeling the Importance of Creative Problem Solving

Remind your students of the real-life application of creative
problem solving by showing a brief clip from the movie “Apollo
13” (1995). Focus on the scenes after the Apollo crew’s survival
problems are known (“Houston, we have a problem..””). They
must solve the problem of literally fitting a square peg into a round
hole by adapting items in their spacecraft. Discuss how creative
solutions often involve using the familiar in unfamiliar ways.

Problem-Based Performance Tasks

The following list is intended to suggest possible tasks that
can incorporate language arts, math, science and social studies
content appropriate at various grade levels.

Primary grades

* Use only recyclable materials to create an environmentally
appropriate habitat for an endangered species or classroom
pet. Write observational records of the pet’s response.

* Use paper and toothpicks to build a house for each of the
B lqc~3e little pigs. Specify sizes for each completed
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construction, and use a hair dryer to test the strength of each
house. Graph and compare the results.

Intermediate grades

* Create a floating device that can carry a certain quantity and
weight of cargo across a pan of water onto a dry surface
without human contact. Analyze and discuss attributes
common to successful and failed devices.

* Develop inexpensive packaging that prevents a cookie from
crumbling when subjected to increasing amounts of weight.
Discuss applications in daily life.

Secondary grades

* Use paper clips and paper of different sizes and weights to
create airplanes that demonstrate specific physics concepts.

* Use the drawing feature of an integrated computer software
package to replicate the geometric features and patterns
found in an historical architectural structure.

The Golf Course problem (that follows) is included as an
example. It also can serve as a model for developing problem-
based performance tasks with your students. The Golf Course is
an adaption from Engaging Creative Thinking (Kingore, 1998).
More elaborate examples with increased applications, variations
and complexity are found in the sources listed at the end of this
article.

GOLF COURSE

BUDGET SHEET

NAME DATE

HEmD uOIS MY YOUT COUrSE. Quantiy | Fair Markot
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THE GOLF COURSE

PROBLEM

Work in teams to construct one
section of a miniature golf course
using trash and recyclable materials.

MATERIALS

* Masking tape—one roll for each team

* Scissors—one for each student

* Recyclable trash for construction materials, e.g., aluminum cans, boxes, cardboard, plastic containers and newspapers
* One golf ball for each student

* Students bring dowel rods or yardsticks to use with recyclable materials to construct golf clubs

CRITERIA

* Each hole, from tee to fairway, green and cup, must be designed within a space of three feet by three feet. (Variation
for older students: In what shape might the team design the hole to involve an area of nine to ten square feet while
creating the greatest challenge for players?)

* The hole must be constructed from recyclable or reusable items.
* Each hole must have barriers to keep the ball contained while in play.

* The ball must change elevation while in play. (Variation for older students: The ball must change direction while in
play.)
* Each team devises a cup on the green that will stop and contain the ball.

* Due to the limited capital for this project, the total construction cost of each hole must not exceed 69 cents. Document
your cost by completing a budget sheet listing the fair marhe fair market value of each item used in construction, e.g.,5
cents for an aluminum can.

CONCEPTS AND SKILLS
* Language Arts: Listening, oral communication, reading and following directions.
* Math: Measurement, budget or spread sheet, calculating area.

* Science: Classify objects from environment, ecology, force, friction, gravity,
inertia, deflection.

* Social Studies: Accept responsibility, consensus building, group cooperation, task
commitment.

* Thinking Skills: Planning, organizing, comparing and contrasting, analytical
thinking, evaluation, synthesis.
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GOLF COURSE

EVALUATION

NAME DATE

1. Draw and kibet a diagram of your saction of the courss to exploin haw your
design used the required orea while creating the greatest chaltlenge for
ployers.

2. Explaln how each of the following sclence concepts is demonstiated in the
design, construction, or ploying of your section of the golt cousse.

Reflection:

Inertia:

Friction:

Force:

Gravity:

3. Diaw a diogram of the most ditficull parts of the course.
Anolyze what makes those sections more complex ond lobe!
the pclenﬂﬂc principles demonstiated?

o

Kngoro, B (1982) Engnorng Creative Thinking: ACVEDs (o tntagreta Crective Probicm Satng. Austin, TX: Profossianct Assodias.

4. What woutd you change or add to your course If your bud-
get was larger?

GOLF COURSE

EVALUATION

NAME DATE
AS A TEAM WE: A little oK Good | Great
Staycd on tosk.
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Hetped cach othor 9robiom solve.

Negohaloed d.ACenees.

Tred Crouhve ldeas
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EncQuragod cach othor

Our team worked well together becouse

One thing we particutorly tiked Is

One thing we would do diftetently Is

We want others to know

Kingom, B (189%) Engaging Creativo Thinking: Acthvlios t0 briograo Qreativo Protriom Song. Austin, TX: Profsssionad Assoctas,

Guidelines

Rather than only emphasizing creativity and group
cooperation, select tasks that accent content, differentiation, ease
of preparation and low cost. The following guidelines increase
the educational value of performance tasks:

1. Problem-based performance tasks need to be content-
driven and incorporate significant learning opportunities.

Avoid using or developing problems that may be fun and
entertaining but do not result in significant learning. Instead,
think about specific contents, concepts and skills that could be
applied through a performance task and plan problems which
incorporate several learning proficiencies. It is important to
carefully analyze your rationale and objectives for the tasks and
to communicate those learning objectives to students in advance
of the project (“This is why we are going to...”). Also, consider
corresponding with parents to inform them of the learning
potential.

2, Problem-based performance tasks encourage many

learning proficiencies:

* Motivate students to want to excel.

* Reinforce communication and collaboration skills.

* Encourage decision making.

* Encourage time management.

* Incorporate problem-solving and critical-thinking skills.

* Apbly responsibility and organizational skills.

* Allow students to formulate questions and test solutions.
o . \ .

E leelop or incorporate content area concepts and skills.

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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3. Problem-based performance tasks provide successful and
valid learning experiences when they incorporate the
following components:

* Higher-level thinking is promoted.

Open-ended problems take the top off of tasks so participants
can operate at higher levels. Students continually analyze and
synthesize as they work toward solutions.

* Multiple learning styles and multiple intelligences are
incorporated.

The sub-parts and open-ended nature of each task provides.
many ways for different styles and intelligences to be
validated.

* Complexity and challenge are encouraged.

The tasks involve varying levels of difficulty and incorporate
appropriate levels of challenge to account for individual
learning abilities.

* Students are encouraged to become producers, not just
consumers.

Since more than one correct answer is possible, students
construct their own solutions rather than simply reinvent ours.
Students literally produce that which did not exist before they
completed the task. '

* Student choice is supported.

Students choose which roles to assume in each task and select
from an array of different extensions to enhance their
learning. Both process and products invite student choice.
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* Content integration is promoted.

The learning experiences allow students to connect prior
knowledge and new information rather than stress isolated
skills. These performance tasks are designed to encourage
the application of skills across the curriculum. The Budget
Sheet in the Golf Course problem, for example, integrates
math computations and economics into the task.

* Active involvement is required.
Student’s minds and bodies are actively engaged in each task.
* Criteria for success are shared.

Clearly established criteria are communicated to the
students in advance of the task and used for self or collaborative
evaluation. The following are typical possibilities. Use this list
to prompt your own decision of the most salient features of the
learning tasks: complexity of solution, quality, group
cooperation, evidence of understanding, appearance, originality,
integration of skills, organization, time management,
construction, technology and presentation.

Implementing Performance Tasks

* Emphasize student responsibility and minimize teacher
preparation time. Constantly analyze what students should
be doing for themselves. For example, students typically
should plan, collect and prepare most of the needed
materials.

* Accent tasks that minimize the cost of materials. We want
students to use higher-level thinking. It takes more problem
solving to adapt and manage with less than to simply buy
more. Involve students in brainstorming alternatives to
materials that are costly or difficult to acquire.

* Avoid a “one-way” attitude. Performance tasks should
encourage many different approaches and solutions. Expect
to see and hear ideas that vary substantially from what you
anticipated.

* Develop some lists of concepts and skills in multiple content
areas that may be incorporated as students work toward
solutions. Then, organize the performance tasks to maximize
those learning opportunities.

* When you have completed a list of concepts, skills and/or
state standards for a specific performance task, laminate
and post it for visitors to read. That list helps others
understand the educational value of what may otherwise
seem to be frivolous.

* Discuss the learning objectives and skills with students so

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

they understand the intent of the task.

*  After successful experiences with problem-based learning,
use performance tasks as center activities. The group of
students working at the center collaborates to complete the
problem.

* Require students to self-evaluate at the completion of a task
and assess their levels of achievement. Self-evaluations may
be completed through discussions or written responses.

* As the teacher, reflect about the value of the process and
products. of each completed task. Metacognition is vital for
teachers who intend to maximize the educational value of
students’ problem solving. Enhance future learning by
reviewing students’ performances, analyzing their process
and progress, and identifying desired changes.
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DIFFERENTIATION FOR THE GIFTED:
USING THE TEAM APPROACH

Marsha Hestad

In the past twenty -years, I have spent time either
developing and directing gifted programming or teaching
identified gifted children in Texas, Indiana and Illinois. One of
my greatest challenges continues to be helping the regular
classroom teacher effectively meet the needs of gifted students
in his/her classroom. Just who is responsible on a staff of
educators, in any school or district, for seeing that these
students are challenged appropriately so they can reach their
potential?

Since the first year I taught school in the early 70s, I have
had a wide range of student abilities in my regular education
classrooms. Student abilities ranged from the gifted to the
learning disabled child. In most situations today, this gap has
widened even more. Now, in any given classroom, we can
expect a range of abilities from the gifted to the severe and
profound student. Our attention and funding in education is
presently focused on inclusion and channeled on meeting the
needs of the students at the lower end of the educational
spectrum. Attendance at MDCs, annual reviews, IEP updates,
REI planning days and quarterly reviews are eating up the
time, energy and emotions of special education support staff,
regular classroom teachers and administrators in every public
school district in our country. Students with IEPs, as well as
all other students, deserve to have an appropriate education
that will challenge them and make them feel successful. How
wonderful it would be if we could give a fraction of the time
and energy we spend on students with IEPs to students who are
above average and gifted. Think of the benefits that all of our
students, classrooms, schools, communities and society would

reap! Is it not a basic right of all children, regardless of their

abilities or disabilities, to receive an appropriate education at
the correct level and pace?

A recent front-page story in the Chicago Tribune
(10/1/00) shared information regarding a local nine-year-old
“college whiz. I commend Loyola University for coming
forward to accept Sho Yano as a full-time, pre-med college
freshman. (Northwestern University and the University of
Chicago told him they had concerns about his age.) Sho Yano
is what we might call a profoundly gifted child. Though these
cases are rare, these children do exist in our society and school
systems. How many of them were given the opportunities that
Sho Yano now has? How many were told, “He/she is gifted . .
.Those children can take care of themselves.”

In a number of cases, they cannot. Gifted students are
challenged and stimulated when placed together with others of
the same ability. If not properly challenged, gifted children can
actually regress (Kulik & Kulik, 1982).

We probably will not see funding at the federal or state
levels for gifted education that can be matched to current
funding for special education for many years to come.
However, we can begin to give this population equal attention
if ye iust put our heads together! We can apply some of the

lK‘leies we use with special education to help solve
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problems, implement interventions and differentiate our
curriculum to meet the gifted and above-average student’s
needs.

The pullout model for gifted programming is being
replaced in many districts by “cluster grouping” students in the
regular classroom. Some districts offer enrichment for the
gifted for part of the day or week, or have special classes for
the gifted. What do we do with the gifted child the rest of the
day, week, month or year? Many districts do not begin a
formal gifted program until the fourth grade. What do we do
with the gifted or above-average children in grades K-3, or
those who were not identified but obviously need to be
challenged in the fourth and fifth grades? What is the
classroom teacher’s responsibility? What is the gifted
teacher’s responsibility in helping classroom teachers meet the
gifted child’s needs?

Whose responsibility is it when a parent complains that
his/her child is bored and not being challenged? Is it up to the
principal, the classroom teacher or the teacher of the gifted? Is
it fair to send the parent to the district gifted coordinator, who
is often the assistant superintendent or director of Educational
Services and given this additional assignment along with
his/her other numerous responsibilities?

When teachers or parents come to me because they are
concerned a child is not being challenged appropriately, I like
to take the same approach I do for any student experiencing
difficulty or challenge (academically, socially, emotionally);
together with parents and staff, we brainstorm and try to work
out appropriate interventions for the child.

Using a team approach can provide the opportunity for
everyone to give input and suggestions. It is so much easier to
help resolve problems when parents and educators work
together as a team for the benefit of the child. The principal
must be an advocate for all children and work to ensure that
individual student needs are being met. Classroom teachers,
the gifted teacher, and other teachers, past and present who
have worked with the child, have important information for the
team. Depending on the child’s needs, I may also invite the
psychologist, social worker, instructional resource teacher and
other staff members who may be used as resources. The
physical education, art and music teachers are also invited so
the team has their input regarding student performance and
behavior in other educational settings.

No two children are alike, gifted or not. Just as we handle
special education students individually, so must each child or
case be treated. Some of our inclusion students have
curriculum, equipment, materials and services, which are very
different from their classmates. Why not do the same for
meeting the needs of students who need to be academically
challenged? A lack of equal funding for the gifted does not
mean we cannot come up with some creative options, resources
or additional program and curricular possibilities within our

schools.
20



What are some concerns regarding gifted children that an
elementary school might encounter? Here are a few that have
been addressed at my school in the past:

* A kindergarten student is reading at the third or fourth grade
comprehension level, can do second or third grade math and
has no formal instruction in either area. Socially, he is
getting along with his peers, is small for his age and still
cannot tie his shoelaces. He can complete his second grade
sister’s schoolwork with greater speed, understanding and
accuracy than she can. His parents are baffled and want our
help.

* A first grader “hid” her abilities and talents so her
- classmates and teacher did not know what she was capable
of doing. She did not want to be labeled as being different.
However, when she went home, she threw a temper tantrum
on a daily basis complaining how “babyish” and “boring”
school was. Her teacher was stunned when she heard about
her behavior at home, as this child was compliant and
seemed happy at school. The parent had outside testing
completed for the child and discovered she was well above
average.

* A set of twins is in a given grade level and only one of them
qualifies for our formal pullout gifted program. (This
happened with at least two families in past years.) What are
potential problems that might arise? How can we be
proactive to lessen the impact of any of these conflicts?
How will the unidentified child react? What are the parents’
concerns, both in the home and school environment?

* To help address meeting the needs of each of the above
students, we worked as a team. This helped us put our
thoughts together, listen, question, gather information and
understand how the child is performing within the
educational setting.

Before making any curricular or placement decisions as a
team, it is important to explore some of the following
questions:

* Parent input: What are the present concerns? What are
parents observing at school and at home? What is the
problem we are trying to solve? What do parents perceive
their child’s needs to be? What goals will we try to meet as
an educational team?

* How did the child perform in past years? What are the
child’s strengths and interests?

* What helped to motivate and interest the child in the past?
What worked? What did not work? What motivates the
child at the present time?

* How is the child performing presently? Are there any
behavior changes? (Some gifted children get angry and
exhibit behavior problems when they are not being
challenged in the classroom.)

* Is the child advanced in only one or two academic areas? If
so, how can we address these needs? Sometimes a child
may be advanced in math, but at or even below grade level
in language arts, and vice versa. Learning disabled children

E ‘l)C«also be identified as gifted.
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* Is the child advanced in all academic areas? Is he or she
mature for his/her age? Does he/she socialize with older
children outside of home? Is promoting the child to the next
grade level a possibility?

* Is the child finding success? If not, how can the child be
motivated?

* What are other options as far as curriculum? Can we
enhance the math/language arts by using additional
materials and resources available in our own school or
public library? How about using Math Super Stars or Math
Olympiads to help enhance problem solving? Reading
biographies about famous mathematicians might be a unit to
correlate with the math concepts being taught. What genres
of literature can be included to expand the themes or units
being studied each quarter?

* What resources in our school and/or district do we have to
help meet the child’s needs? (OM Destination-Imagination;
pullout or push-in enrichment in the regular classroom;
mentors, both student and adult; future problem-solving,
math or chess club, etc.)

* How can staff schedules be coordinated so students can meet
with peers in their age group, or older students, in order to
be challenged in their area(s) of interest and need?

* What resources are available in the community or in the area
outside of the community? (College and university
programs for gifted children outside of the school day or on
Saturdays.)

* Where can parents go to network with organizations or
others to obtain more information regarding the gifted child?

* What interventions will be implemented, and when will we
reconvene to discuss the child’s progress?

* What are other possibilities and/or programs, within the
school and district, in which the child might engage during
the school day and/or outside of the school day?

* Who is going to do what task or take on what responsibility,
make decisions regarding the roles or tasks for which team
members will be responsible?

Whose responsibility is it to help children reach their
potential by being appropriately challenged at the correct level
and pace? It’s everyone’s responsibility! By working together
as a team of parents, administrators and teachers, we can help
to create a challenging, inviting and motivating environment in
our classrooms and schools, which will help promote risk-
taking and enjoyment of learning for all our students,
regardless of their abilities!

For further information regarding the education of the
gifted, you can consult the following web sites:

National Association for Gifted Children
WWWw.nagc.org

National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented
www.gifted.uconn.edu

Parent Affiliates, Illinois Association for Gifted Children
pa_iagc@yahoo.com
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LET’S GET REAL™: AN INNOVATIVE
PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING PROGRAM

Dan G. Holt and Colleen Willard-Holt

Problem-based learning arises from the constructivist
perspective of education, which in turn has its roots in the
thinking of John Dewey and Jean Piaget. Dewey advocated
immersion of students in hands-on, real-life problem solving
as a way of making meaning (1916). Piaget posited that
learning occurs when one is puzzled by a situation. Working
through that puzzle leads to cognitive change (1985). More
recently, Brooks and Brooks stated that “posing problems of
emerging relevance is a guiding principle of constructivist
pedagogy” (1993, p. 35). Savery and Duffy (1995) stated that
problem-based learning might be one of the best exemplars of
a constructivist learning environment. The strategy has gained
nationwide popularity, as evidenced by the promulgation of
several PBL networks (Torp & Sage, 1998), and credibility
through a number of studies demonstrating its positive effects
on student achievement and motivation (Gallagher, Stepien &
Rosenthal, 1992; Stepien & Gallagher, 1993; Stepien,
Gallagher & Workman,1993; Torp & Sage, 1998).

Let’s Get Real™, a competitive problem-solving program
now in its sixth year, exemplifies problem-based learning and
authentic outcomes in the context of a business-school
partnership. Let’s Get Real™ (LGR) challenges teams of
students, grades 6-12, to solve actual business problems posed
by corporate co-sponsors. In this way it seeks to prepare
students for employment and furnish corporate co-sponsors
with an untapped resource. Teams of two to six students
submit written solutions to be judged by corporate executives,
scientists and engineers. Solutions are judged based on
practicality or implementation potential, effectiveness of the
solution, the cost and benefit of the solution,
creativity/originality, development of the idea and
documentation of the development of the solution. Teams
advancing to the finals present their solutions orally at each
sponsor’s corporate headquarters.

Topics for problems may include, but are not limited to,
the following: environmental -issues, manufacturing,
distribution, product formulation, chemistry, software
creation, facilities design, engineering, marketing, personnel
issues, etc. An example of a successful problem from Hershey
Foods Corporation follows: “Hershey receives cocoa beans in
burlap bags, yielding over one million pounds of empty bags
Elillcaar. The most efficient way to empty the bags is to split
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them down the front, making the burlap unusable as bags.
Previously, the used burlap had been sold to a carpet company
to be used as backing. The carpet company has discovered a
cheaper, cleaner material to use for backing. Taking the burlap
to a landfill will cost the company $40,000 annually, in
addition to being harmful to the environment. What are other
cheaper, environmentally friendly ways for Hershey to dispose
of the burlap?” The winning team for this problem consisted
of four seventh graders (who beat teams of high school
seniors). This team appeared at the oral presentation wearing
burlap vests and ties, toting burlap toys, with a Power Point
presentation. They had investigated a number of possibilities,
with the most fruitful appearing to be a landscaping company
who would shred the burlap and use it for mulch. Although
Hershey did not use the solution precisely as presented, the
team’s research led Hershey to another alternative that resulted
in a significant cost avoidance.

Teams may consist of students from different grades
and/or different schools. Sixth through twelfth grade students
from all school settings (public, private, parochial, charter,
vocational, alternative or home schooling) are eligible. Even
students in mentoring programs or scouting programs are
eligible to enter. Each team must have an adult coordinator,
and coordinators may facilitate multiple teams. No entry fees
are charged and students from anywhere in the U.S. are
eligible to enter.

There are a number of benefits for students and corporate
sponsors. Let’s Get Real™ is an opportunity for students to
apply their problem-solving skills to authentic business
situations, to work together in teams, to become better
acquainted with and prepared for the business world, to make
individual impressions on a major corporation, and to have
fun! Regarding benefits for corporate sponsors, Let’s Get
Real™ provides an opportunity for businesses to become
directly involved with young people, to encourage them to
study in fields of interest to the corporation, to gain
appreciation for the accomplishments of young people, and to
derive benefits from the solutions generated by minds not
constrained by “the box.” Corporations also benefit by
publicly supporting education in their own communities.

The following quotes are representative of participants’
reactions to the program:
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“Let’s Get Real™ is an exciting program that can
provide several benefits to the sponsoring company at
a very low cost. The company contributes to a better
educated student who is more aware of the types of
opportunities in Corporate America. The company
also receives valuable PR and good will. If the
problems for the competition are well chosen and
presented, the competition also represents a chance of
immediate payback of magnitudes higher than the
cost of the program. But, perhaps most importantly,
meeting bright enthusiastic students and listening to
their outstanding presentations is inspiring and
provides motivation for the employees who are lucky
enough to attend the competition” (Corporate
Sponsor).

“The Let’s Get Real™ program has become an
academic competition that brings authenticity to the
performance-based activities that I do in my
classroom.... [It] allows businesses to bring realities to
the life of my students. Grade is still important to my
students, but when they tackle the actual corporate
problems, they also know that the problem is real and
their proposed solution could be implemented. They
know that corporate and business executives will be
looking over their problems. This becomes a driving
force to my students...[They] understand that what
they did meant something beyond a grade;
professionals looked at what they did and gave it
value” (Teacher).

Although not limited to gifted students, LGR is
particularly appropriate for them. The program embodies a
number of the NS/LTI Principles for Differentiated
Curriculum. LGR involves interdisciplinary content; analyses
reveal that teams have integrated language arts, technology,
mathematics, economics, science, social studies and the visual
arts in their solutions. Problem solving and higher order
thinking form the entire basis of the program. The problems
by nature are complex; otherwise, corporate specialists would
have already solved them. Inquiry and in-depth research are
involved as the students investigate their solutions and verify
them through experimentation. The students are expected to
work independently in creating their solutions, with the
coordinator playing a strictly facilitative role. The written
solutions and oral presentations are high level products which
are evaluated by multiple audiences, including the teams
themselves, the coordinator and possibly peers. Ultimately
these products are judged by corporate employees embodying
authentic audiences. These factors interplay synergistically to
create rich and challenging learning experiences for gifted
students. ’

Information on entering the competition or becoming a
corporate sponsor may be found at www.LGReal.org or by
emailing Dr. Dan Holt at LGReal @usa.com
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HEY DIDDLE, DIDDLE—THIS CLASS IS A RIDDLE!

Phyllis Salerno

Once upon a time, in a land far, far away, the heat of
August was still warming the earth, and the doldrums of
summer were ending. This signaled the beginning of another
school year and the renewal of a closed environment—the
classroom. Some of the students passed the threshold with
exuberant joy, while others padded quietly into the gaily
decorated room. This was a typical classroom, filled with
students of different abilities, different talents and different
needs. With summer over, some students dreaded the return to
a structured atmosphere. A few students were filled with
nervous anticipation—this teacher was supposed to thrive on
intellectual activity, to have great insight into cause- and-
effect relationships and to have a large knowledge base
(House, 1987). The strange new pedagogue also followed the
three principles of teaching: 1) Active learning, 2) Best
motivation, 3) Consecutive phrases (Curcio, 1987). This
educator encouraged all students to understand the issues or
problems for themselves, to seek their own individual answers
and to explore alternative solutions. This teacher knew how to
reach the needs of the gifted and talented students within the
regular classroom. Some of the students heard that this
schoolmaster had a great sense of humor, so this school year
might be truly interesting and stimulating. How were they to
know that this new instructor was really Mother Goose?

Quietly, the students enter the classroom and choose their
seats. They have taken classes together for a long time and,
consequently, their faces are familiar to each other.
Goldilocks, Little Boy Blue and Mary, Mary Quite Contrary
are busy surveying the room while The Boy Going To St. Ives,
Jack Be Nimble and Seashore Sally study the new teacher.
They are classmates who have not yet forged friendships
based on common interests or goals; they enter as individual
nursery rhymes.

Goldilocks is inquisitive as ever.
will I learn? What if I am bored?”

After all, Goldilocks is curious, a dreamer with a
spontaneous side. She finds a seat near the door, right next to
the window—a possible escape route. Goldilocks hasn’t
found her focus in life, but her strong desire to look beyond
conventional activities, mundane thoughts and traditional
events propels her pensiveness to the world beyond these four
walls.

She wonders, “What

Little Boy Blue would rather practice his horn than sit at
a desk. Music is his life. He hears the wonderful melodies in
his head, those delightful tunes always lulling him to sleep.
Little Boy Blue gazes wistfully out the window and sighs,
“When can I return to my music?”

Mary, Mary Quite Contrary is contrary. She worries
about her future. Has she made all the right plans? What
information has she left out? Has she thought through all
aspects of her problem? Perhaps she is contrary because she
hasn’t been able to discuss her situation openly with others in
a warm, safe environment. Mary, Mary Quite Contrary
2mclliches to herself, “Information. I need more information.
E mc‘m add information to help me?” She quietly doubts her
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own abilities. She has high political ambitions. Can she
achieve them? Mary, Mary Quite Contrary chooses a seat far
from Goldilocks, but in the back of the room. She wants her
own space to ponder her predicament.

Ah, here enters The Boy Going To St. Ives. On his way
to school that morning, he met an interesting man with seven
wives. These seven wives each had seven sacks; each sack
had seven cats; each cat had seven kits. The Boy Going To St.
Ives ponders the riddle. How many are going to St. Ives? Now
this is an interesting math problem. Is the answer found by
computing the number of wives, sacks, cats and kits? As The
Boy Going To St. Ives finds his seat at the front of the room,
he continues to analyze his math problem. “Is it seven to the
power of.... Or is the answer just one?” His former teachers
were not able to address his love of math.

Jack Be Nimble, so very quick, really, truly wishes to
learn chemistry. He has discovered how far away the body
must be from a flame. He has other theories to develop and
prove. “I hope this teacher knows science,” Jack mumbles
quietly under his breath.

Seashore Sally studies the students scrupulously and says
succinctly, “I shall shine if this seer scrutinizes speech.”
Seashore Sally surveys the seats and selects the stool next to
the sage’s desk. Her own recitation reflects her love of
literature, the English language and etymology, the origin of
words.

And so each of the students enters the classroom. Each
child is very different from his/her nearest neighbor, but they
don’t yet understand their individual uniqueness. Mother
Goose perceives that some of the nursery rhyme characters
feel their strengths, while others obviously need additional
encouragement and direction. This teacher thoroughly
reviewed all the nursery rhymes and understands each child’s
talents and needs. Most teachers do not have the luxury of
truly knowing their students before they enter their
classrooms.

Now the adventure begins. These six students will be
Mother Goose’s greatest challenge. She will supply
information, give direction, listen and help these gifted pupils.
Mother Goose already knows their needs, their special
attributes, their goals. She knows what issues must be raised
to extend their knowledge, their connections to their
environment and their community. None of the students
recognize her true character. To them she is a new teacher.

How can we help our students in the regular classroom—
a classroom filled with wondrous diversity of talents, both
obvious and covert? We teachers should embrace the
challenge and learn from those who have traveled before us.

Goldilocks sits in the classroom as she reminiscences
about her delightful summer. She remembers how she
discovered the residence of the Three Little Bears and then
unlawfully entered their home. Mother Goose perceives
Goldilock’s pensiveness and will teach her about the United
States Constitution. Then she will encourage Goldilocks and
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the other nursery rhyme pupils to create a constitution for the
classroom. While they are creating this new document,
Mother Goose will teach them about different forms of
government. She will call herself a benevolent dictator during
structured moments. At other times, she will allow a
democratic republic to exist and will have the class refer to the
U.S. Constitution. Sometimes she will call together Congress
to create and pass bills. Of course, Mother Goose knows that
she will have the position of president, and she will either pass
or veto the bills. When she vetoes a bill, she will give good,
logical reasons for the veto. The students may then rewrite the
bill to create a law that will best serve the class. She will
divide the class into two unequal groups. The larger group
will emulate the House of Representatives, and the smaller
entity will be the Senate. Mother Goose slyly remembers that
the encyclopedia contains a copy of the U.S. Constitution.

Mother Goose tilts her feathered head towards the fair-
haired young lady. “You, Goldilocks, will be in charge of
Remembrance Days. Those are the days when the class will
have a party in remembrance of a historical event or date. The
first party will be September 17, Constitution Day. Would you
like to plan the event? I hope that we will have some special
music that day.” Mother Goose thinks to herself, “Goldilocks
may not perceive Little Boy Blue’s love of music. His music
is delightful and would add interest to the special day. I must
speak to Little Boy Blue later.”

Little Boy Blue seems to be lost in a world of music. In
reality, Little Boy Blue practices his music mentally.
Sometimes he composes the tunes and scribbles out the notes
on scratch paper. Mother Goose notices the subtle pencil
tapping and listens to the humming. “His love of music may
be incorporated into the curriculum. If the class is studying a
particular time period, I will ask Little Boy Blue if he could
research the musical movements of the era. He could
recommend pieces for our class’s listening time. I must be
careful for I know that Little Boy Blue may not follow through
with this project. He is known for falling fast asleep in the
haystack.” Mother Goose knows that music is important to
the curriculum because it reflects a given society, culture, and
makes each era come alive. The pedagogue looks forward into
the year. Her class will study the Revolutionary War, Civil
War, Great War, World War II and perhaps the Vietnam
Conflict. Exciting music accompanies each of these
engagements. Why not expose pupils to the energy or sadness
of the music as well as the facts? Why was Swing so
important to the 1930’s? What were our nation and the rest of
the world recovering from and heading into? Mother Goose
remembers back to the first time she heard the song “War” by
Edwin Starr and felt the unrest of the 1960’s. She still listens
to current television commercials that use known music for
their themes. She knows that students can usually name the
commercial, but they are often surprised to learn that the
music is not original to that commercial. She will play the
music during passing periods and washroom breaks to
stimulate learning. Some students may enjoy playing a
favorite composition to the classmates.

Mary, Mary Quite Contrary is still quite contrary.
Mﬂ{hpr Goose feels the inner turmoil of the girl in the back
KC Mary, Mary Quite Contrary tries to be a carefree young

.

lady who enjoys learning facts, but she also needs to
incorporate those facts into an understanding of her life. How
can Mother Goose address this need? She will read aloud.
This teacher has an inner desire to entertain. Her classroom is
a receptive audience, but also a tough room. Each book
transports students to another time, another place. Mother
Goose prefers to read books that contain difficult language or
unusual phraseology. She loves to discuss stories with her
students as she reads aloud. She encourages her captive
listeners to raise their hands if they don’t understand a section,
or if they have made a connection to global history, or reached
some deeper understanding of themselves. Mother Goose lets
the students know that questions and comments may also be
written down and left on the teacher’s desk.

She ponders, “Which book shall I read first?” Mary, Mary
Quite Contrary should hear about fictional and historical
figures that have been in dire situations and have overcome
their problems. The historical Mary of “Mary, Mary, quite
contrary...” was purported to be Mary, Queen of Scots, who in
the 1500°s was beheaded by her cousin, Queen Elizabeth of
England. Mother Goose waddles to her bookcase and peruses
her collection. “A simple biography might be nice,” she
thinks to herself. “It must have a clear direction, a strong
heroine who overcomes difficult situations.  Perhaps
Catherine the Great would inspire my dear Mary, Mary Quite
Contrary. I'm so thrilled that many biographies are now
written on all reading levels. I’ll make sure to choose the right
level for my students. If it is too easy, my class will lose
interest. If it is too hard, the students will need a great amount
of explanation. This book must be just right.”

As Mother Goose selects a biography, she glances at a
classic tale, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr.
Hyde. “Now that is an incredible book. I must remember to
read it aloud sometime later in the year. My curriculum must
cover the dangers of drugs, and this narrative certainly deals
with that problem. The book for Mary, hmm. Perhaps a
fictional book such as The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe
by C. S. Lewis would be better than this biography. After all,
Lewis’ book has an interesting connection to world history,
and there are sequels. If Mary, Mary Quite Contrary enjoys
this book, she may read the other books in the collection.”
Mother Goose knows how to take these little goslings under
wing.

Students who learn about literary figures such as the
White Witch from The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, or
Long John Silver from Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure
Island early in their academic years make stronger
connections as their schooling days continue. Gifted students
enjoy knowing these connections to Hamlet, Captain Ahab,
Phileas Fogg or other literary figures.

The Boy Going To St. Ives thoroughly enjoys math and
logic. Mother Goose shuffles through her papers to find those
fabulous math contests. “We are so fortunate that the Illinois
Math League and the Illinois Council of Mathematics offers
these incredible contests. I will use the former contests as
practice exercises. We’ll even try explaining our answers in
written form so that the students will do better on state exams.
I’m so lucky that these contests are designed for students from
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the third grade all the way through high school. We may even
play Dr. Layman E. Allen’s game “Equations.” I'll have to
form teams.” Mother Goose continued to analyze The Boy
Going To St. Ives. ‘“He may be interested in Equations’s
forerunner, that game of logic, “WFF’N PROOE.” He may
enjoy logic, another branch of mathematics, as much as he
likes figuring out math problems.” Mother Goose fondly
remembers her college days as a young spring goose and is
glad that she has not parted with her beloved Introduction to
Mathematical Logic. This different branch of math was so
exciting. Math logic is not the usual calculating of values to
find a solution.

Mother Goose recounts the compound sentence her
professor wrote on the board: The dog is brown, and the cat is
black. For this sentence to be considered true in logic, both
simple sentences must be true. Therefore, the dog is indeed
brown, and the cat is certainly black. The first part of the
simple sentence is designated as “p,” and the second part of
This compound English

the simple sentence is called “q.”
sentence is then altered to mathematical language, or logic, to
“p” is true

become p”q. Truth tables are formed by stating if “p

and “q” is true, then p”q is true. If “p” is false and “q” is true,
then p”q is false. The Boy Going To St. Ives can then simplify
his math thoughts into mathematical language. Mother Goose
flaps her wings as she ponders, “Perhaps The Boy Going To
St. Ives and Seashore Sally might find a common interest in
mathematical logic. She might create sentences for him to
translate into mathematical language. This may lead them
into codes. I must stock up on some code books.” Mother
Goose jots down “Buy a book about codes” on her list of
things to do. She is grateful that she does not need to buy

another copy of that wonderful book, Flatland, by Edwin A.
Abbott.

Mother Goose examines her typical classroom full of
desks, chairs, maps, globes, chalkboards and educational
materials. All these wares are part of the wonderful three-
dimensional world. “I remember when I belonged to the two-
dimensional world, I existed only on paper. Edwin A. Abbott
had it all wrong for us, but his thoughts were certainly
creative. He wrote about a two-dimensional world in- which
women were straight lines, and only men could raise
themselves from the lowly figures of triangles to the ultimate
circle. I remember reading this book in the late 1800’s.”
Mother Goose shifts her position in her heavily padded chair
to glimpse at the quiet, brooding Jack Be Nimble.

Jack Be Nimble is constantly thinking, “Why?” Science
intrigues him. This pedagogue knows that Jack Be Nimble
loves science. She has already learned about his dangerous
experiments with fire and candlesticks. “Perhaps I can catch
his interest in another area of science. We will study simple
machines, and then the students will bring in broken toys and
gadgets. By taking apart these worn down items in class, Jack
Be Nimble will recognize that complex machines are really
just simple machines that work together to create a different
invention. We will not forget to wear the approved protective
clothing and necessary goggles. We may need to review the

Industrial Revolution of the late 1700’s to understand the

*13""~1dous impact these inventions have on our society.
MC Jack Be Nimble and his classmates would enjoy an
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“Inventathon.” They could analyze a problem and then invent
a device to solve it. I'll ask the class if they would like
participating in an Inventathon. Then we could vote on it.
Mary, Mary Quite Contrary might enjoy working under a
democracy.”

Mother Goose instructs her class, “Silently sit side by
side as I select some sonnets.”

Seashore Sally sits anxiously, stretching herself forward.
Mother Goose knows that she has Seashore Sally’s attention.
As Mother Goose continues her quest for sonnets, she
reconsiders. Instead of beginning with Shakespeare, she
chooses Geoffrey Chaucer (13437-1400). She . states,
“Throughout the year I will explain the history of our English
words. Many words, such as circle, come to us from Latin.
Have you noticed the similarities among circus, circle,
circumvent and circumspect? Are you aware that our English
language has changed throughout the years? As a matter of
fact, most of you will have difficulty grasping the English of
Chaucer’s day with our modern English.” Mother Goose pulls
out the tape player and inserts the first tape as she instructs
another student to hand out written copies of Chaucer’s
original work as well as modern translations. Seashore Sally
listens in amazement. The words are so different. Mother
Goose jumps from her padded chair and waddles to the
chalkboard. She begins diagramming a sentence. Then she
makes the dissection into a game, a puzzle and a challenge.
Seashore Sally jumps to the task.

Mother Goose smiles deceptively; she knows this will be
a good year. She will fill her students’ minds with facts, fill
their ears with music, fill their bodies with enthusiasm, fill
their hearts with a love of learning, and she will breathe
wisdom, strength, character and love into their very souls.
These gifted students will learn and grow.

And so they learned happily ever after.

To those who wish to influence their students in the
regular classroom, take the following advice from Mother
Goose. 1 found it worked for me.

1. Teach and appreciate the United States Constitution. Use
terms such as democracy, dictatorship, Congress,
Supreme Court and president freely in the classroom.

2. Celebrate historical events such as Constitution Day
(September 17), the bombing of Pearl Harbor (December
7, 1941), the beginning of the Civil War (April 13, 1861),
as well as the end of the war (April 9,1865), and the
assassination of President Abraham Lincoln (April 14,
1865).

3. Encourage students to dress up in character, to research
and deliver authentic speeches of historical figures or to
write fictional letters to each other that represent a time
period. Use diluted tea to give the letters an aged
appearance. ‘

4. Incorporate music into the classroom. Find a budding
musician or singer and encourage his/her talents. Play
CDs or tapes of music from particular time periods.

5. Read aloud. Read biographies as well as the classics. Act
out difficult passages.
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6. Take broken toys or machinery apart. Students must wear
protective clothing and safety glasses. Look for
similarities in machines.

7. Extend the students’ knowledge of math by entering math
contests, by playing Equations or by learning more
advanced areas of mathematics, such as logic.

8. Read Flatland by Edwin A. Abbott.

9. Teach the historical background of our English language.
Rent the audio taped Old English version of Chaucer’s
Canterbury Tales from the library.

10. Demonstrate the diagramming of sentences.
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DIFFERENTIATION, NOT A QUICK FIX OR EASY ANSWER

Sally Walker

Have you ever noticed how we in education grab on the
latest “buzz” word, the latest idea, and hope that it will cure
all our ills? We have had whole language, phonics,
cooperative learning, block scheduling, individualized
instruction, inclusion, middle school movement, back to
basics, standards, pullout programs, push-in programs—and
now differentiation. Differentiation is not new. It may have a
title with strategies, but it is what good teachers have already
been doing. At its core is knowing the student—her interests,
learning style and readiness levels. It means taking time—
time to know the student and time to know the content of each
lesson.

Differentiation is not easy or a quick fix. While there are
some strategies that can be easily implemented, the teacher
must be clear about content and outcomes. What must
students know and be able to do as a result of the lesson? Are
there students who already understand the material? Are there
students who need more background practice or information
before they can be successful learning the content? Are there
others who are ready and can learn the information as it is
presented in the text? What activities would support the
content and insure optimal learning for the students?

Differentiation is the opposite of the bowling ball
approach: rolling the one ball (curriculum) down the middle
and hoping to hit as many pins (students) as possible. It is
O like learning to juggle. It is keeping as many balls in the
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air as you are capable of handling. It may differ day to day,
lesson to lesson and student to student. It means grouping and
regrouping. It may even imply that the child with very special
needs will require individualization.

Activity alone is not differentiation. The activity needs to
be purposeful, solidly related to the content and appropriate to
the student(s). “Fun and games” is not the purpose or the
intent. Learning is the goal.

Standards have become the guide to content. Indeed,
they have their place. Having set criteria that speaks to what
students must know and do is worthwhile as long as it allows
for the tailoring of curriculum and instruction so that students
may learn to the greatest extent possible. Gifted education
seems to be caught in a conflict between the need to teach
standards and the research base that attests the need for
specialized curricula for gifted and talented students. The
research emphasizes curriculum which is tailored to each
student to the greatest extent possible. It needs to be
delivered through meaningful instruction, which may mean
individualizing differentiation. A problem exists when
differentiation is interpreted to be only group oriented, rather
than individualized based on student needs. The highly gifted
and talented student may need curriculum differentiation
above and beyond that differentiated for the rest of the class,
or even within a class of other gifted students. In order to
meet the needs of some gifted students, the curriculum may
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have to be individualized.

Let’s look at Gerik. He entered the kindergarten
classroom shy and hesitant. His speech impediment made it
difficult for others to understand him. When his teacher asked
him what interests he had, he replied: “Unicorn mythology”.

When she asked Gerik if he was reading he responded:
“Of course, isn’t everyone in here?”

The teacher explained that everyone was not yet reading
on their own, that this was kindergarten. He shrugged and
said: “What a pity, that’s how you learn the best stuff.”

When tested on a simple, quick and easy test of
comprehension, it was discovered that Gerik was reading and
comprehending at the sixth grade level. His teacher was
amazed. It was clear that it would have been a waste of his
time to have him go through letter recognition and simple pre-
reading exercises. It would not have been fair. What he
needed were books of advanced content, resources and
support. To continue to develop Gerik’s reading ability, he
needed higher levels of reading materials, different from the
basic kindergarten instruction and even the gifted class. Fair
is giving students what they need, not the same for all.

When doctors prescribe medication, they do not treat
everyone with the same illness in exactly the same way. The
pharmacist does not see the medicine on the prescription and
give everyone the same dosage. In the same way, educators
must look at their “patients” to diagnose the areas of strengths
and needs and prescribe curriculum accordingly. It is not a
matter of giving some students more attention and better
resources, only of meeting all students’ unique learning needs.

Differentiation has been seen as the latest band-aid for
our ailing educational system. Hopefully it will survive the
test of time and become a permanent device in curriculum

construction. Differentiation is a way of viewing students as
individuals. It is a way of accommodating learning
differences. It asks teachers to look for students’ strengths,
preferences and learning styles. Some of the time classes are
engaged in whole group activities, while at other times there
are small groups or individual students engaged in learning.
The curriculum and instruction are geared to meet the needs
of the learners, whether they are struggling, age-appropriate
or advanced in their learning. Different learning opportunities
are made available, so that the curriculum becomes
meaningful.

Gifted and talented education has been a leader in the
differentiation movement. It has been an alternative to the
“one size fits all”, but should not be accepted blindly as the
curriculum “cure” for gifted and talented students. Gifted and
talented students are not a homogeneous group. They differ as
much within the grouping of gifted and talented as they do
from the general population. There is no one curriculum, no
one strategy that can meet the needs of this specialized group.
Their uniqueness demands that educators go beyond
differentiation which groups students for convenience rather
than for greatest productivity.

There is differentiation and there is DIFFERENTIATION.
When real differentiation occurs, the learner’s needs are met.
Activity is with purpose and direction. Curriculum,
instruction and learner are connected. The groundwork is well
established, the foundation is laid and the ceiling is removed.

SALLY WALKER is Executive Director of the IAGC and is
a nationally known speaker and writer in gifted education.
She is one of three authors of Teaching Young Gifted Children
in the Regular Classroom. She is also the author of The
Survival-Guide for Parents of Gifted Kids: How To
Understand, Live With, and Stick Up For Your Gifted Child.

DIFFERENTIATION: WHY IS IT SO HARD?

Carol J. Morreale

Many districts are spending money and energy helping
teachers develop strategies to provide all children an
opportunity to experience appropriate academic challenge.
However, teachers have typically found incentive to
differentiate only for those who are struggling with the
standard curriculum. When a teacher works hard to present

© __nd concepts and then finds that some children are not
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experiencing success, the teacher feels motivated to make
They know that if they don’t differentiate for
the struggling students, those students are likely to give up.

adjustments.

On the other hand, very few teachers view it as a problem
when students do exceedingly well in class with little or no
effort. There is little incentive to make modifications to the
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instructional plan to be sure that high-ability children have an
appropriate level of challenge. Often, the teacher is not truly
aware of how little effort is needed for these children to
succeed, and relieved that at least some children understood
the lesson.

In only rare cases are the children even asking for
challenge. How many children do you know who ask their
teachers to “please make it harder”? Even their parents send
a mixed message: “Please challenge my child. Oh, by the
way, we still expect straight A’s at our house.”

Another source of motivation to differentiate might come
from observing the results. Certainly, when we differentiate
for the struggling student, we see greater success and often
improved confidence. What do we observe when we
differentiate for the brighter children: Fewer perfect papers?
More effort to be successful? It would be great if the children
and their parents would celebrate these symptoms of
learning.

Our society has somehow learned to measure the quality
of education either by the grades, the number of perfect
papers or how high the test scores are. So, rather than
supporting the teacher’s efforts to differentiate for high-
ability children, parents of these children get caught up in the
“grade game” instead of the learning game. Since Harvard
doesn’t request transcripts from elementary schools, we
should assume that the “grade game” doesn’t begin until high
school.

As school districts seek to provide differentiation in all
classrooms to better meet the needs of a wide range of
learners, all of us need to be aware of the obstacles that
interfere with our progress. We also need to overcome these
obstacles, or differentiation for high-ability children will
never become a reality.

Obstacle 1: Differentiating is more work for teachers.
Assisting teachers to design units with clear and measurable
objectives can be a first step. Providing a wide range of
materials to use in the unit would also be refreshing. Usually
we give teachers a mixed message—"Differentiate for this
wide range of students, and here is your textbook. Don’t

~ depart from it

Overcoming the Obstacle: Districts need to provide
ongoing staff development to engage teachers in units that
will work for a wide range of students. The assessments must
be revised and more fairly measure definable objectives. This
takes time and expertise. Budgets need to address the fact
that we can no longer provide one grade level of materials for
each teacher. A teacher needs approximately ten books or
resources at levels below and above the grade level of the
students. Differentiating content and/or tiered assignments
mean that we all may be studying the same topic, but the level
of difficulty of the materials and assignments are better
matched to the child.

Obstacle 2: Many high-ability students resist the
challenge. When offered the choice between a more
challenging enrichment task or the regular assignment, many
chi{dren will choose to do what everyone else is doing.
Elqc«lts do not want to appear different, nor do they want to
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work harder. Most of them are quite happy getting easy
“A’s”. (It is important that the enrichment assignment be
offered instead of the regular assignment and not as something
to do after regular class work is completed. That way, these
children won’t be punished with double work.)

Overcoming the Obstacle: Staff development on
differentiation should include teacher training on how to
converse with the whole class effectively. Kids need to know
why some children have different assignments. They need to
understand the teacher’s efforts to make it fair. One way to
refer to differentiation is an equal.opportunity to struggle.
This means

Parent Script To Support Challenge

When students bring home papers, how we respond gives one
of two messages: that perfect is good and we should avoid any
risk of less than perfect, or that challenge is good and that’s
how we learn. Therefore, when viewing your child’s work, if
you have been using an outdated script that sounds like this:

“Oh...perfect smiley face, 100%,
errors...Ooops, what happened here? You knew that

‘A’ again, no

last week. You must have been careless.”

Then you might want to consider an alternative. First ask your
child to sort the papers into two stacks:

“Make the first stack represent the papers that you are
proud of and that we should put on the refrigerator (or
whatever you do with those). The second stack should
represent new learning, something you didn’t know
before; or papers where you struggled a little—papers
that aren’t so perfect so I can see you are 