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Abstract

This study explores ways of providing a better curriculum for gifted students. A
review of the literature emphasises that gifted students require the provision of a
qualitatively differentiated curriculum, and finds unequivocal support for the benefits
of academic acceleration. An appraisal of curriculum in NSW notes that there are fine

programmes for gifted students, but that a lot more can be done.

By listening carefully to the voices of gifted students, effective ways to improve their
curriculum may be discovered. Following a life history model which employs the
narrative, cases are made from the naturalistic portrayal of eight gifted individuals.
Each case study outlines the formative background and educational experiences of
the individual, and concludes with a summary of the issues which the individual

believes to be most important for improving the curriculum for gifted students.

An interpretive analysis of the case studies makes twenty recommendations. These
include: greater flexibility of school organisation; better communication; continuity
in a broader, more inclusive curriculum; options of academic acceleration, including
access to tertiary level courses; appropriate educational support; and financial
support for gifted students from low socio-economic backgrounds, and from rural

and isolated settings.

A model for academic acceleration is presented. It recommends six steps towards a
better curriculum for gifted students: identification; communication; a negotiated
curriculum; academic acceleration; access to tertiary courses while still at school;

and support for gifted students.



Prolegomena

This preface is written last, but it is placed at the front of the thesis because of the

predilection of academics to read manuscripts from the references forward.

I start by noting an idiosyncrasy. I incorrectly use the inclusive, non-specific terms
“they” and “their” to mean “he or she” and “his or hers” respectively, similar to the

word Sie in German.

The name “The High School” is used for the high school which the participants of this
study have attended. The name “Our Town” is used for the village in which the school
is situated. It is my belief that the town and school are much like so many other towns
and schools in Australia, and that the individuals in the case studies are very much like

gifted people everywhere.

This thesis has slowly taken shape over a period of four years, and has benefited
greatly from the excellent structure of the Doctor of Teaching course at Northern
Territory University. Flexibility of time and course sequence allowed me to carry out
the research while working at a full time job and enjoying the company of my family.
Fragments of the final manuscript were written to satisfy course requirements. Firstly,
my essay for EDT621 Graduate Option 2 is recognisable in The Review of the
Literature. Then, The Context : The education of gifted students in NSW began life as
my essay for EDT620 Graduate Option 1. Again, a pilot study for EDT622 Graduate
Option 3 grew up to be the case study Elise. Finally, ideas for Methodology derive

from my work for EDT664 Developing the Research Proposal.

The Doctor of Teaching requires a Practical Thesis and a Theoretical Thesis, and

these two components are presented here as a comprehensive body of work. The



Theoretical Thesis analyses aspects of the field related to the study, and supports the

Practical Thesis which, itself, is made up of two parts.

Firstly, a major part of the Practical Thesis comprises case studies of eight gifted
people. These case studies are not intended to be simply a self-serving indication of
some of the practical work that I have done with gifted students over the past decade
or so. Rather, they exemplify a model for curriculum development, and a paradigm
for teaching and learning, which are inclusive of gifted students, and which, thereby,
carefully attend to the needs of a significant group of students who, in my opinion,

are least served by the traditional curriculum.

Secondly, a mode] for academic acceleration is presented. The model has been
developed, implemented and refined at a public high school in NSW, and I believe
that it has system wide implications and application potential. The case studies also
show how this curriculum model evolved, and relate the nature of the programmes
which were initiated in its implementation. These programmes include courses in
philosophy and heuristics, autonomous learning, individual tutoring, mentor
programmes, work experience in a research laboratory, provision of academic
acceleration options, access to tertiary level courses while still at school, and
financial support for students in need. The stories of some of the case studies give an
indication of the enormous benefits the model may have for the intellectual, social

and emotional well-being of gifted students.



Aims of the Study

“If we take eternity to mean not infinite temporal duration but timelessness,
then eternal life belongs to those who live in the present.
Our life has no end in just the way in which our visual field has no limits.”

(L. Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 6.4311.)



Aims of the Study

My contention is that, in their traditional schooling and curriculum, gifted students
are not well catered for. The current curriculum does go some way towards
addressing their particular needs. However, after my experiences of working closely
with individual students, I believe that the current curriculum clearly falls short of
meeting the needs of many gifted students and often matches neither their academic

ability nor their area of interest or expertise.

Generally, gifted students have not received sufficient stimulation to achieve their
potential. In particular, students who have accelerated at least some of their
secondary school studies find a lacuna of opportunity both in their middle high
school years and when final year subjects have been completed ahead of a student’s
cohort. That is, these students encounter difficulties maintaining continuity in their

educational experiences.

Therefore, in order to attain educational equity for gifted students, it is imperative
that a curriculum, appropriate to the educational needs of gifted students, be
developed and made available to them. The most effective way to do this, I would
claim, is to make the curriculum inclusive, which implies, inter alia, that gifted
students should be involved in decision making processes concerning their
curriculum. Indeed, if we attend to gifted students, if we carefully listen to and
acknowledge their stories, which relate their suffering and their achievements, their
despair and their ecstasy, then, [ believe, we are morally compelled to discover ways
of improving their curriculum, which includes developing models of academic

acceleration.



Therefore, the general aims of this study are :
1. to listen to the case studies of gifted students;
2. to improve the curriculum for gifted students; and
In order to address these general aims, the specific aims of this study are :

1. to conduct a series of case studies and to analyse the results with respect to

appropriate curriculum for gifted students, including
(a) school organisation,
(b) academic acceleration,
(c) accessing high-level conceptually demanding courses,
(d) accessing tertiary level courses while still at school,
(e) specific needs of gifted students;

2. to make recommendations to improve the curriculum for gifted students,
based on the experiences of the subjects of the case studies and on the

outcomes of their educational and personal experiences;

3. to develop and to present a model for academic acceleration, a formal
component of which includes gaining access to tertiary level courses while

still at school.



Galimatias

“The idols imposed by words on the understanding are of two kinds. They
are either names of things which do not exist (for as there are things left
unnamed through lack of observation, so likewise are there names which

result from fantastic suppositions and to which nothing in reality
corresponds), or they are names of things which exist, but yet confused and
ill-defined, and hastily and irregularly derived from realities.”

(Francis Bacon, Novum Organum, 1620.)



Galimatias

This study is not concerned with “gifted education”. Such phrases are all too often, I

believe, oxymorons.

However, this study is concerned with the education of gifted children. Therefore,
for educational purposes (cf. Borland, 1989, pp. 32f.),  use the terms “gifted

students” and “the education of gifted students”, except when quoting other sources.

For my understanding of giftedness in this study, I accept Braggett’s twin premises

of “superior intellect and its correlate, high academic ability” (Braggett, 1985, p. 28).
“Gifted”

My use of the term “gifted” is intended both to simplify and to clarify the concept.
In the literature, there is a plethora of terms which are used to refer to gifted
individuals. Equally, there are many competing definitions of giftedness. Each term
or each definition is accompanied by political baggage, and has implications for
pedagogy. The galimatias which arises only results, I believe, in a disservice to
gifted students, because the ensuing confusions distract attention, and shift support,

from those who are most in need.

The literature refers to “genius” and “prodigy”, and to “gifted”, “talented”, “gifted
p g

and talented”, “intellectually talented”, “multitalented”, “precocious”, “promising”,
“potentially gifted”, “high 1Q”, “highly intelligent”, “able”, “high ability”,

“exceptionally able”, “extraordinary”, “creative”, or “expert” child or student or

learner.



“Precocious™, in reference to a person who is “prematurely developed in some
faculty or proclivity” (Onions, 1978), would be an excellent term, were it not for the

pejorative sense which it has in Australia (cf. Gross, 1993, Chapter 1).

I particularly like the adjectives “salient” and “saltatorial”. They hint at the way in
which the thinking of gifted students is characterised by dancing in leaps and bounds

so that they stand out so markedly from their peers.
Excursus : Conceptions of giftedness
Giftedness is rare (Detterman, 1993, p. 22; Sternberg, 1993, pp. 6£t.).

Before presenting my own understanding of the extraordinary phenomenon of
giftedness, the evolution of its antecedents is briefly examined. These conceptions of
giftedness begin with intelligence, and move to psychosocial definitions, before
witnessing the rise, on the one hand, of talent development, and a return, on the other

hand, to a broader understanding of intelligence.
IQ and giftedness

In 1925, Terman defined intelligence to be the ability to acquire and manipulate
concepts. He considered gifted children to be those whose measured IQ is above 140
on the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale of general intellectual ability, which
reflected a high capacity for abstract, symbolic thought (Terman, 1975). At the same
time, Hollingworth (1926) recognised levels of giftedness. In her case studies of
children, each of whose measured IQ on the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale was
above 180, she found that early talking and reading most clearly differentiated these

children from the average (Hollingworth, 1942).



A psychosocial understanding of gifiedness

A generation later, the first psychosocial understandings of giftedness were
proposed. DeHaan and Havighurst (1961, pp. 15-36), for example, broadly
considered a child to be gifted if the child “is superior in some ability that can make
(them) an outstanding contributor to the welfare of, and quality of living in, society”.
They, too, saw levels of giftedness, and emphasised the importance of a qualitatively

differentiated response to the educational needs of the gifted child.
The Javits definition

This more liberal viewpoint was also taken up by the extremely influential Marland
Report (U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare, 1972), which,
essentially, is enshrined in U.S. federal policy in what is now known as the Javits
programme.
Children and youth with outstanding talent perform or show the potential to
perform at remarkably high levels of accomplishment when compared with
others of their age, experience or environment. These children and youth
exhibit high performance capability in intellectual, creative and/or artistic
areas, possess an unusual leadership capacity or excel in specific academic
fields. They require services or activities not ordinarily provided by the
school. Outstanding talents are present in children and youth from all cultural

groups across all economic strata, and in all areas of human endeavour (U.S.
Department of Education, 1993).

The reference to experience is significant, and it is worth emphasising that gifted

students have educational requirements not normally provided by the school.

The Marland notion of giftedness is reflected in the work of Gardner, who has had an
impact on a significant number of Australian educators by way of his theory of

multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1982; Ramos-Ford & Gardner, 1997).



Renzulli’s “three-ring” model

Rather than labelling children as gifted, Renzulli (Renzulli & Reis, 1997a, p. 140)
considers gifted behaviours, modelled on the behaviour and productivity of gifted
adults, which he develops in his “three-ring” model of giftedness. This model sees
giftedness as a necessary interaction and interlocking of three basic clusters of traits:
(1) above average, but not necessarily superior, general ability; (2) high levels of a
motivational construct called task commitment; and (3) creativity (Renzulli, 1977,
Renzulli, 1986; Reis & Renzulli, 1986). Predicated on Renzulli’s definition is an
“enrichment triad” educational model, with a “revolving door identification scheme”,
promoted as “The School Enrichment Model” (Renzulli & Reis, 1997b), and
supported by a vast array of service delivery components (Reis & Renzulli, 1986;
Renzulli & Reis, 19974, p. 149). Renzulli’s ideas have had an enormous impact on
the education of gifted students worldwide. Negative critiques of Renzulli’s models
have been outlined by Borland (1989, pp. 13ff.) and reviewed briefly by Gross

(1993, pp. 34f. and 271ff.; vide The Review of the Literature, pp. 13f.).
Tannenbaum : potential and performance

The important distinction between performance at a high level, and potential to
perform at a high level, is made by Tannenbaum (1983; 1997) in his psychosocial
definition of giftedness. He proposes that giftedness in children denotes “their
potential for becoming critically acclaimed performers or exemplary producers of
ideas in spheres of activity that enhance the moral, physical, emotional, social,
intellectual, or aesthetic life of humanity” (Tannenbaum, 1983, p. 86; 1997, p. 27).

A filigree of five factors mesh into excellence to account for gifted achievement:



general ability; special aptitude; nonintellective requisites; environmental supports;

and chance (Tannenbaum, 1983, pp. 86-89; 1997, pp. 29-39).
Gagné’s differentiated model

In a short paper which has had a huge impact on understandings of giftedness, Gagné
(1985) distinguishes between natural abilities or aptitudes, and developed abilities or
skills. “Giftedness corresponds to competence that is distinctly above average in one
or more domains of human aptitude. Talent corresponds to performance that is
distinctly above average in one or more fields of human activity.” (Gagné, 1985, p.
108; cf. Renzulli, 1978) This dichotomy allows for an expanded model of giftedness
and talent which facilitates its translation from theory into practice. For Gagné, gifts,
which are subdivided into the four domains of intellectual, creative, socioaffective,
and sensorimotor aptitudes, are developed into the fields of academic, technical,
artistic, interpersonal, and athletic talents, through interaction with intrapersonal and

environmental catalysts (Gagné, 1991, pp. 66-68).
Borland : special-educational needs

An operational definition of giftedness is proposed by Borland. I find it to be very
helpful, because it derives from a rationale of special education.
For the purposes of education, gifted children are those students in a given
school or school district who are exceptional by virtue of markedly greater
than average potential or ability in some area of human activity generally
considered to be the province of the educational system and whose

exceptionality engenders special-educational needs that are not being met
adequately by the regular core curriculum (Borland, 1989, pp. 32f.).

Sternberg’s triarchic and pentagonal theories

Sternberg (1985) proposes a more rigorous, cognitive conception of giftedness which
returns us to the notion of high intelligence. His triarchic theory of human abilities

has three subtheories, which are analytic, synthetic, and practical in nature. Here, for

10



Sternberg, intelligence is contextual, or, how intelligence relates to the external
world. Intelligence is two-faceted, or, how experience is related to the way in which
the mind deals with novelty and the extent to which the mind is able to automatize
information processing. And intelligence is componential, or, the mental process by
which intelligent performance is effected, and which in itself concerns: knowledge
acquisition through selective encoding, selective combination, and selective
comparison; performance through encoding of stimuli, combination or comparison of
stimuli, and response; and the metacomponents of planning, directing, and
monitoring problem solving. That is, intelligence is a threefold construct which
relates to one’s environment, experience, and information processing capabilities.

(Sternberg, 1985.) Giftedness is extraordinary intelligence (Sternberg, 1986; 1997).

But, of course, this is not the whole story. Sternberg (1993) also proposes a
‘pentagonal implicit’ theory of giftedness, which stipulated that, in order to be
judged as gifted, a person needs to meet five individually necessary and jointly

sufficient criteria: excellence; rarity; productivity; demonstrability; and value.
Other cognitive conceptions of gifiedness

I must confess that [ find cognitive conceptions of giftedness to be the most
compelling (cf. Sternberg & Horvath, 1998), and the work of some other cognitive
researchers should be briefly mentioned. Hofstadter (1979), who appreciates levels
of abstractness of thought, understands intelligence in terms of the ability to
syncopate and to generalise. Clark (1997) finds giftedness to be the ability to learn
and to think in ways which are qualitatively different from others. Dehaene (1997, p.
162) recognises that “giftedness emerges from an improbable confluence of multiple

factors - genetic, chemical, familial, and educational.” Speaking of nature and

11



nurture, it is worth being reminded of the interesting, and counterintuitive, finding

that “heritability of intelligence increases with age” (Plomin, 1997, p. 70).
Krutetskii : the psychology of mathematical ability

The exciting research of Krutetskii, first published in Russian in 1963, seems to be
little known. Even though he explored the psychology of mathematical ability, his
conclusions have profound ramifications for other disciplines as well. Mathematical
ability is seen in terms of a student’s ability to formalise, to symbolise, to generalise,
to carry out sequential deductive logic, to curtail logic or argument, to reverse logical
thinking or find the converse, to be flexible in mathematical methods used, and to
conceptualise spatially, and, developed before puberty, the student having a

“mathematical mind” (Krutetskii, 1976, pp. 84-88).

Students gifted in mathematics enjoy these abilities in a way which is markedly and
qualitatively differentiated from the ability of peers, and which is measurable in their

ability to solve problems.
Talent development

The current emphasis in the USA is on “talent” and “talent development”
(Feldhusen, 1997; 1998; Renzulli, 1994, Ross, 1997, pp. 557f.; U.S. Department of
Education, 1993). Gagné (1998, p. 123) suggests that, by diversifying the criteria for
excellence, “close to two thirds of students could be labeled gifted or talented in
regular classrooms”. This movement in education is excellent general pedagogics.
By adopting a broad view of giftedness, schools may develop curriculum which
improves education overall and assures “a climate that weds expectations of
excellence to equity of access” (Friedman & Rogers, 1998, p. xviii). However,

emphasis on talent development may mean that educational concern and resources

12



are shifted away from a significant number of exceptional students who have special

educational needs.
A proposed conception of giftedness

So, having accepted Braggett’s understanding that giftedness is superior intellect and
high academic ability, intelligence is taken to mean general cognitive ability, which
reflects the well established fact that most reliable measures of cognitive abilities
intercorrelate at least moderately. Complex cognitive processes, such as those of
Krutetskii’s model, are strong indices of general cognitive ability (Carroll, 1993,

Mackintosh, 1998; Plomin, 1997; cf. Silverman, 1986).

In proposing my own understanding of giftedness, I recognise that it is exceedingly
difficult to correctly identify a significant number of students, especially those who
come from a background of disadvantage. It is also needed to be stressed that, in
response to identifying a student as gifted, educational action must necessarily

follow.
I conceive of giftedness, in an educational sense, in the following way.

A gifted student :

a learns at a rapid pace, and often with alacrity;

o thinks faster, longer, harder, deeper, higher, more broadly, more
generally, more abstractly, metacognitively;

o solves problems in a dance-like, expressive and saltatorial manner
which is markedly and qualitatively differentiated from the ability
of peers;

O is an exceptional student for whom exceptional educational

provision is required.
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A Review

of the Literature

“Genius divine outpaces time, and brooks not the tedium of tardy growth.”

(Ovid.)



A Review of the Literature

Curriculum issues concerning the education of gifted students

This thesis is concerned with appropriate curriculum provisions for students who

have enjoyed the benefits of academic acceleration.

Accordingly, this review was carried out by analysing the literature with respect to
curriculum for gifted students. This proved to be a formidable task for someone
living in a relatively isolated situation, and it was undertaken in several ways. The
Internet, including ERIC, was searched, and this process was repeated regularly. The
libraries of Southern Cross University, the Universities of Queensland, New South
Wales and Sydney, and Northern Territory University were visited. A visit was also
made to GERRIC, the Gifted Education Research, Resource and Information Centre,
at the University of New South Wales (<www.arts.unsw.edu.au/gerric>). Gifted and
Talented conferences (sic) and Gifted Education conferences (sic) were attended.
Access to the latest published literature was gained via Amazon (<http:www.

amazon.com>).

The literature is vast, and is merely reflected by the rather lengthy list of books,
journal articles and audiotapes included in the references attached at the end of this
thesis. The literature found to be most formative comprises: George, Cohn and
Stanley (1979), Educating the Gifted: Acceleration and Enrichment, especially the
article by Daurio (1979); Benbow and Stanley (1983), Academic Precocity. Aspects
of Its Development; Southern and Jones (1991), The Academic Acceleration of Gifted

Children; and Gross (1993), Exceptionally Gifted Children.
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There is a relative dearth of published research which has arisen from Australian
studies. The works of both Braggett (for example, Braggett, 1985, 1992, 1994) and

Gross (for example, Gross, 1993, 1995, 1996) are exemplary.
A differentiated curriculum
Gifted students are exceptional students.

Their markedly enhanced capacity to learn (Clark, 1997, Keating, cited in George,
Cohn & Stanley, 1979, p. 217), to find, solve, and act on problems (Sternberg, 1985),
and to manipulate abstract ideas and make connections (Gallagher, 1997), means that
they are usually ill-served by the traditional curriculum in the regular classroom.
Indeed, in a very real sense, their giftedness affects their ability to learn to a

significant degree (Wilson, 1996, pp. 21-24).

Because they demonstrate pronounced educational needs, gifted students require the
provision of a substantially differentiated curriculum which is based on their
exceptionality (Baska, 1983, p. 27; Borland, 1989, p. 2, pp. 31f., p. 172; Feldhusen &
Baska, 1989, p. 85, p. 99; House, 1987, p. 4; NSW Department of Education, 1989,
p. 40; VanTassel-Baska, 1994c, p. 31, p. 54). Furthermore, the higher the intellectual
capacity of the student, “the greater is the degree of asynchrony requiring special
consideration of exceptional needs” in their education (Clark, 1997, p. 485; cf. pp.

393-409).

Functionally ... the child is dealing with the same kinds of wide discrepancies
of ability that plague a learning-disabled child. Like learning disabled
children, highly gifted children need support in dealing with the frustration
inherent in such a situation. Also like learning-disabled children, highly
gifted children need individualized educational programs addressing their

. various levels of ability (Morelock & Feldman, 1997, p. 446).

A differentiated curriculum for gifted students should be based on need (VanTassel-

Baska, 1994b, p.37; Tannenbaum, 1996). Here, the issue is to meet the needs of the

15



exceptional individual within the context of the needs of a civil and democratic
society, which does not gainsay the rights of the individual but does shift the focus
on desires and demands (Borland, 1989, p. 32; Sternberg, 1993, p. 9). All children
have a right to an education which “will meet their needs, be adapted to their
personal characteristics, and help them achieve to the highest possible level of their

potential” (Feldhusen & Baska, 1989, p. 85).

The education of gifted children is concerned with translating into educational goals
the needs of gifted students (Borland, 1989, p. 171; Feldhusen, 1994d). The current
educational needs of gifted students, not their prospects for future eminence, should
guide educational practice (Borland, 1989, pp. 3f.). It should be remembered that
“gifted students are often in the best position to tell us what they need for their

optimal development” (Silverman, 1989, p. 79).

A differentiated curriculum for gifted students may be considered to be an organised
set of skills and content that gifted students “can experience or interact with
generatively to develop their own knowledge schemas, understandings, and skills”
(Feldhusen, 1989, p. 105). It has several requirements. It must be defensible, in the
sense of being “educationally right for gifted students” (Borland, 1989, p. 173).
There should be a consensus with respect to what gifted students learn that they
would not learn in the core curriculum (Borland, 1989, p. 176). There needs to bea
scope and sequence, which bofh Maker (1986) and Borland (1989) call an
epistemological structure, “to provide a meaningful organisation for the knowledge
and to serve as a basis for designing instruction” (Borland, 1989, p. 177). The need
for repetition dramatically decreases, and the need for faster paced instruction
increases accordingly (Silverman, 1989, p. 78). There should be opportunities for

philosophical discourse, and for the development of personal attitudes and social

16



skills (Delisle, 1997; Piechowski, 1997; Silverman, 1993). There should be planned
articulation with the core curriculum (Borland, 1989, p. 177; 1996). It must provide
a “qualitatively” differentiated experience for gifted students (Sheffield, 1999, p.
313), through “a high level of abstraction and pacing of material” (Johnson, 1994, p.
248). If the work is so easy that it can be “accomplished without any guiding
attention, the curriculum is not challenging enough to serve the needs of the (gifted)

- student” (Johnson, 1994, pp. 248f.). A differentiated curriculum needs to be flexible

(Benbow & Stanley, 1983, p. 212).
VanTassel-Baska (1994a, p. 13) places credence in

planned and well-described written learning experiences for the gifted, yet
... does not seek to devalue the role of the learner or the teacher as each may
uniquely interpret and activate those activities through the instructional
process.

Models for curriculum development

In the literature, there is a glut of curriculum models designed for use with gifted
students (research for this thesis unearthed more than thirty). In a useful book,
readily available in Australia from GERRIC, Gross, Sleap & Pretorius (1999, pp.
39ff.) present five of these, and indicate how each may serve as a framework on
which to build appropriate programmes and units of work. However, I agree with
Wilson (1996, pp. 271.), who notes that curriculum models are often incorrectly used
as programmes, and that, conversely, programmes are often incorrectly considered to

be curriculum.,

Theoretical curriculum models for gifted students which have been widely applied
are: the content mastery model, which emphasises the importance of learning
concepts and skills, often at an accelerated rate; the process/product research model

which emphasises learning investigatory skills and developing a high-quality
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product, often through consultation and independent work; and the epistemological
concept model which focuses on an understanding and appreciation of systems of
knowledge through an exposure to key concepts, themes and principles (VanTassel-

Baska, 1994a, pp. 8-12).

Competition among these models may preclude the development of an appropriate
differentiated curriculum for gifted students. Accordingly, VanTassel-Baska (1997,
pp. 127-133; cf. Feldhusen, 1994b) sensibly recommends an integrated approach,
attending to precocity, intensity and complexity through advanced content
knowledge, higher order thinking and processing, and focussing learning experiences

around major issues, themes and ideas.
Programmes for gifted students

A programme is an integrated and deliberate curriculum response to the assessed

needs of students within a school.

A programme for gifted students should be planned and instituted in response to the
identified needs of a specific, known group of students whose needs are not being
met by existing curricula provisions. Such programmes should articulate with both
the core curriculum and the differentiated curriculum for gifted students, and form a
strategy for programme development called by Borland (1989, Chapter 3) “a system
approach”. This term has a sense close to the well known business meaning of
Senge (1992, pp. 12), and emphasises consensus, structure, planning and integration,
all of which are required for a curriculum to be present in a programme for gifted

students (Borland, 1989, pp. 176f.).

Tannenbaum (1983, p. 423) makes an important distinction between programmes

and provisions. Provisions are seen to be fragmentary and ad hoc offerings, brief in
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duration, without complex form, lacking clear direction, and sﬁpplementary to the
core curriculum instead of integral with it. A programme, on the other hand, “has
well-articulated sequences of goals, skills, and content, constitutes a prescribed part
of the course of study of identified gifted students, and is required for all gifted

students” (Borland, 1989, p. 43f.; cf. Tannenbaum, 1983, p. 515).

VanTassel-Baska (1994a) identifies five essential elements of a successful
programme for gifted students: guidance in selecting courses and direction (cf.
Silverman, 1993); content acceleration to the level of the student’s abilities (cf.
Borland, 1989, pp. 185-188); carefully planned, relevant enrichment (cf. Daurio,
1979, pp. 21-24); special instruction with the opportunity to work closely with other
gifted students (cf. Kulik & Kulik, 1997, pp. 240£.); and the opportunity to work with
mentors who have a high-level of expertise in an appropriate field (cf. Clasen &

Clasen, 1997, Gross, 1993, pp. 196-200).

Programmes for gifted students need to be individualised (Feldhusen, 1989b, p. 108;
1994d, pp. 368f.). By individualisation is meant the organisation of “learning
experiences so that the rate, content, schedule, experiences, and depth of exploration”
available to a student is predicated on that student’s “assessed achievement and
interests” (Clark, 1997, pp. 433-437). In several states in the U.S.A., this is
mandated by legislation which determines that gifted students are children with
special needs who receive an annual Individual Educational Plan (IEP) (Clark, 1997,

p. 437; Ross, 1997).

Feldhusen (1989c, p. 239; 1994c) expresses a special concern for the development of
the thinking skills of gifted students, due to their capacity for thinking at advanced
levels. However, the kinds of programmes often suggested to meet this concern, for

example, creative thinking, critical thinking, Bloom’s taxonomy, problem solving,
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metacognition (Feldhusen, 1989¢, pp. 240ff.), are sound general pedagogics and
should be available for most students (Daurio, 1979, p. 19). Indeed, they may not
necessarily be appropriate for gifted students (Sawyer, 1988; cf. VanTassel-Baska,

1997, pp. 127£)).

Borland (1989, p. 36) warns that programmes for gifted students “should primarily
serve students with very high cognitive and academic potential and ability”, so that
they are encouraged to develop their intellectual capacities and affinities. Because
Borland champions “general intellectual ability” and “specific academic aptitude”
over the other areas of achieverment and ability, he argues (Borland, 1989, pp. 36f,
pp. 190ff.) that programmes for gifted students ought to be concerned with the

nurturing of intellectuals.

A decided need for intellectual challenge (Feldhusen, 1989d, p. 318) does not
preclude the teaching of “mere™ content. VanTassel-Baska (1989b, pp. 178f.) argues
that, in order to satisfy a gifted student’s need for depth, a foundation programme for
gifted students should be built within the basic or traditional content domains of
knowledge, but notes that this deceptively simple approach of matching aptitudes to
curriculum offerings is appropriate but rarely occurs. “Conceptual learning and
enrichment in the content areas must be accompanied by appropriate content

acceleration allowing for both pacing and depth” (VanTassel-Baska, 1989b, p. 189).

Admittedly, quantity of knowledge, and the way in which this knowledge is
organised, are not sufficient for the development of expertise, but they certainly are
necessary, either as a cause or a consequence (Simonton, 1998, p. 166; Sternberg &
Horvath, 1998, pp. 1791f.). In a spirited and exciting defence of academic rigour,
Sawyer (1988) supports the teaching of basic knowledge. Programmes for gifted

students should stress content because they are conceived as essential education.
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The fact is that a gifted person needs even more knowledge than others
before (they) can hope to make a significant contribution to (their) field. ...
Let’s get serious about the academic content of our courses, and subordinate
our methodologies and our formal training to the content (Sawyer, 1988, p.
8 and p. 12, author’s emphasis; cf. Simonton, 1998, pp. 163-171).

Ability grouping

Ability grouping is a contentious issue. Yet nearly every internationally recognised
authority on the education and psychology of the gifted recommends that gifted
students be grouped together for “a significant proportion of their class time” (Gross,

1993, pp. 209-211; Rogers, 1996a; Rogers & Span, 1993, pp. 590f).

Kulik and Kulik have employed meta-analysis to review the empirical literature on
ability grouping (Kulik & Kulik, 1982, 1984a, 1984b,1991, 1997). They point out
that “meta-analytic studies are currently the only dependable guide to the effects of
grouping on children” (Kulik & Kulik, 1997, p. 240). Their meta-analysis is based
on the findings of 26 major controlled studies of accelerated instruction, 64
controlled studies on ability grouping, and 25 controlled evaluations of programmes
that provided separate classes for gifted students (Kulik & Kulik, 1991). Their
findings are clear and unequivocal : students gain somewhat more from grouped
classes than from ungrouped ones. The benefits are slight, albeit present, in the area
of achievement, with an average increase of one standard deviation on achievement
exams. Gifted students accomplished more in special programmes than they did in
mixed-ability classrooms (Kulik & Kulik, 1982, p. 422). Moreover, gifted students
benefit academically from ability grouping, and these benefits are usually largest in
special accelerated and enriched classes (Kulik & Kulik, 1997, p. 240). In enriched
classes, academic benefits are moderate but still significant. However, the biggest

academic benefit is achieved by acceleration, either by grade advancement, or by
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compacting or telescoping a course, that is, by completing four years in three (Kulik

& Kulik, 1997, p. 240).

That is, and this does need to be emphasised, gifted students benefit academically
from ability grouping which is accompanied by a differentiated curriculum, and the
greatest benefit is achieved by acceleration (Kulik & Kulik, 1991, p. 191; 1997, pp.

2374E).

Grouping models which place gifted students together for all or part of their school
day include special schools, selective schools, residential schools, full-time classes,
special classes, Opportunity ‘C’ (OC) classes, special seminars, and honours,
advanced, or extension classes. These programmes and provisions contrast sharply
with “part-time instruction” in the form of pull-out enrichment or Renzulli and Reis
resource rooms, which “limit severely the potential delivery of services™ to gifted
students (Feldhusen, 1994d, p. 367). However, with cries of “elitism” raised against
many programmes and provisions for gifted students, especial care must be made
that models for both identification and programming are equitable, pragmatic and

defensible (Gross, 1993, passim; Richert, 1997, p. 86).
Cooperative learning

Slavin (1990) argues against the ability grouping of gifted students, and for meeting
the learning needs of gifted students within the regular classroom, through, for
example, the use of “cooperative learning”. He does admit that “use of cooperative
learning does not require dismantling ability group programs... In a situation where
acceleration is appropriate, cooperative learning is likely to be effective if used

within the accelerated class” (Slavin, 1990, p. 7). However, Feldhusen (19944, p.
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373) emphasises that small-group learning is most effective for gifted students only

“when conducted in groups of intellectual peers”.

Rogers and Span (1993, p. 591) state that mixed-ability cooperative learning “should
be used sparingly” for gifted students. Unfortunately, Rogers adds “perhaps only for
social skills development programmes” (Rogers, 1991, p. xiii) which fails to
recognise “the extent to which the psychosocial development of gifted students

differs from that of their age-peers of average ability” (Gross, 1993, p. 210).

Robinson (1997, pp. 243£.) questions the research support for claims that cooperative
learning for gifted students has social and academic benefits. Further, she comments
(Robinson, 1997, p. 244) that cooperative learning practices are, in fact, likely to be
deleterious for gifted students (cf. Colangelo & Davis, 1997, p. 4; Fiedler, Lange &
Winebrenner, 1993; Robinson, 1990; Rogers & Span, 1993, p. 590). One reason
why cooperative learning is a damaging reform movement is that gifted students
“miss opportunities for accelerated or enriched work that matches their abilities” so
that attention is diverted from more valid educational needs (Colangelo & Davis,
1997, p. 4). Another reason is that, in practice, gifted students tend to withdraw from
the groups, tend towards passivity, or are frustrated by the non-responsive pace
(Robinson, 1997, p. 245), and usually “do not prefer cooperative contexts”

(Robinson, 1997, p. 251).
Debate : Enrichment versus Acceleration

Whilst most teachers and researchers involved with the education of gifted students
agree that gifted students require a differentiated curriculum (Gross, 1993, pp. 209-
211), there is passionate debate concerning the form which this provision should take

( George, Cohn & Stanley, 1979; Southern & Jones, 1991; Colangelo & Davis,
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Vertical Semester Organisation

For the past eight years, the curriculum for Years Eight, Nine and Ten has been
based on a vertical semester organisation (VSO). For the VSO, units of study have
been developed so that they can be studied during the course of one semester, and
designed so that they cover mandatory requirements for the School Certificate in
discrete topics. Units are structured so that they are at an appropriate level of
difficulty, described as levels two, three and four which approximate to Years Eight,
Nine and Ten respectively. Students may choose, with certain restrictions, from all
subjects on offer within the VSO. It is therefore possible, for example, for a Year

Nine student to choose a level four unit.

VSO offers in theory many advantages (over traditional age/grade lock step
curriculum organisation) to higher ability students, of which being able to
accelerate their study is one. Other forms of catering for these students, such
as enrichment, are also possible with VSO. By enrolling in specific units, in-
depth study may be undertaken involving more complex content and higher
level processes (Fardell, 1997, p. 4).

During 2000, the VSO was evaluated by a school committee. The aim of the
evaluation was to determine: whether the VSO did, in fact, provide students with
greater subject choice; whether the structure of the VSO best prepared students for
their School Certificate in the core subjects and met syllabus requirements in all
subjects; and whether the subject selection process was effective and equitable. The
committee found that the VSO did allow for the formation of a wide range of classes,
with a clear benefit for students in Years Nine and Ten. School Certificate resuits for
the core subjects were close to state average, but some students might be
disadvantaged due to the arrangement of elective units in core subjects. The
selection process did allow for student counselling, but a significant number of

students were forced to choose units they did not want to study, and were unsure of
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I briefly mention the ninth person who was identified for this study. Her case study
would have been placed between Albert and Elise. She was identified for this study
because: she academically accelerated her studies by one year;.she attained 100% in
an HSC language examination; and she was Dux of The High School. As mentioned
above (vide supra, p. 79), during the process of interviews she asked not to be
included in the study. She felt that reflecting on her negative experiences would be
too painful and would cause too much distress. Such experiences remind us that it is
imperative that schools develop better structures and set in place better procedures to
remove verbal abuse and prevent ostracism, in particular, that which is inflicted on

gifted students by others at school.

Due to the close working relationship I have enjoyed with each participant in this
study, much of their story was already known to me before each interview.
However, as will be evident as the case studies unfold, it is important to get to know
each of them from their perspective, and so their story is told with that imperative
very much in mind. The relevance and importance of what they have to say

concerning the education of gifted students cannot be emphasised enough.
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