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Standard
Deviations:
Creative Writers
Take Standardized
Writing Tests

S

tudents at the Thomas Jefferson High School for Science and Technology produce the highest SAT and
ACT scores in the nation. All of the students take at
least one Advanced-Placement exam, with 97% of
them scoring well enough to receive college credit.
But those high scores are not always without intellectual
cost. In taking test-prep courses for the SAT and ACT, or in
preparing for the myriad AP and state tests, students often
default to formulaic writing. In doing so, there is an inevitable
closing down of the mind, where the traditional essay is the
only acceptable mode of response, and oversimplified, superficial, and binary answers are the result.
The good news is that creative writing and standardized
testing are not mutually exclusive. By encouraging students
to consider multiple genre possibilities in responding to writing
prompts, teachers can lead students toward more complex
and creative thinking.
An Early Autumn Harvest of Five-Paragraph Nonfiction
In September, our English department gave each eleventhgrade student in the school 60 minutes to respond to the following Virginia End-of-Course (EOC) Writing Test prompt:
“Thomas Jefferson wrote, ‘Determine never to be idle…It is
wonderful how much may be done if we are always doing.’
Do we accomplish more if we are always doing something, or
feature articles
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does inactivity also serve a purpose?”
The writing that came back had been the sort of water torture only the steady drip of five-paragraph essays can inflict
upon an English teacher. An introduction that ends in an obvious thesis statement. A paragraph on Thomas Jefferson. A
paragraph on Bill Gates. A paragraph on high-achieving high
school students. Basically a carefully organized piece that had
the writer staying very safe and demonstrating little thought.
Only one student, Dana1, had written something other than a
traditional essay. She chose a screenplay format to express her
response. With her permission, I shared what she had written
with the rest of the class. Dana’s writing featured an unhappily
married couple: a workaholic husband who routinely clocked 60
or more hours a week at the office, and his wife at home, alone,
with nothing to do. The husband eventually committed a whitecollar crime, and the final scene found him in a jail cell alone—
with nothing to do. While Dana hadn’t written an explicit thesis
statement, she had answered the question about whether we
should always be doing something; her screenplay argued that
we should opt for a balance between action and inaction. Most
of the class had never considered writing creatively in response
to a standardized writing prompt, but Dana’s example had inspired them—it gave them permission and encouragement to
continued on page 14
Smart Cookies 11

inside this issue
From the Editor.................................2
Heart to Heart...................................3
Scientifically Speaking.....................5
Special Populations..........................6
The Curriculum Corner.....................7
A Secondary Look............................12
Digital Ecosystem.............................17
Creativity Considered.......................18

from the EDITOR

Jeff Danielian, Editor
jdanielian@nagc.org

Listening to Our Students

T

here are many things I’ve yet to learn about teaching, and one of the most important is how I can
more fully understand each of my students’ needs.
This involves more than planning and delivering
curriculum. It means understanding that there are wide variations in our students’ social, emotional, educational, and
economic backgrounds. It means that they have an infinite
number of questions, interests, and experiences that deserve individualized acceptance and consideration. It means
that we need to be listening, and listening intently, because
students will tell us what they need. It is an immense task,
but in my mind goes to the very purpose of teaching. As I
was working with the contents of this issue of Teaching for
High Potential, several words seemed to jump out again and
again. Listening was one of them. Curiosity another. Narratives, Emotion, and Stories came up a few times. Even the
term Flexibility echoed throughout. I’ve been thinking about
these important words and I invite you to join me in considering how powerful they can be.
Michael Miller, author of Standard Deviations: What Happens When Creative Writers Take Standardized Writing
Tests, listened to his students when they wanted to express
themselves in a creative way on traditional tests, planned
out a helpful strategy, and it worked! A Conceptual Model
for Helping Gifted Culturally Diverse Students Cope with
Socio-Emotional Concerns, by Chin-Wen Lee, offers a new
mode of thinking about affective curriculum for diverse students. Heart to Heart shares the story of a remarkable college student who believes that a better understanding of
the world where students live can be acquired by engaging
in in-person dialogue with a variety of people. In order to
prepare the scientists of tomorrow, Scientifically Speaking
sends the message that we must start with the tool of curiosity. The power of the personal narrative is the focus
of Special Populations, and The Curriculum Corner looks
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to the summer months as a time to offer problem- and
project-based learning activities. In A Secondary Look, Felicia Dixon shares a poem about gifted children and revisits
her top ten list with a cautious eye. Felicia bids farewell
to her column. We appreciate her important contributions
and thank her for her insights. She will be missed. Digital
Ecosystem looks to the role of administrators in fostering a
robust digital ecosystem in schools by listening to parents,
teachers, and students. Lastly, THP welcomes Creativity
Considered, a new column about infusing creative thinking
strategies into curriculum, written by former co-author of
the Primary Place, Barbara Dullaghan. This installment’s
focus is on the soft skill of flexibility.
I hope that this issue of THP validates what you currently
do with your students or acts as a catalyst for what can be
accomplished in your classroom. As always, I welcome your
ideas, suggestions, comments, and concerns.

Write for THP
Do you have practical classroom applications of current
research, theory, and best practices in the field of gifted
education? Are you proud of the innovative way you address
the needs of gifted students in your school or classroom?
Have you created a successful lesson or unit plan that aligns
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heart to heart

Thomas P. Hébert
University of South Carolina
thebert@mailbox.sc.edu

Life Lessons from a
Grandfather’s Wisdom

D

uring my first year at the University of South
Carolina I often purchased a morning cup of
coffee in the university’s student union. Early
one morning I spotted a young man dressed
in a business suit and bow tie carrying on an animated
conversation with a group of undergraduate students.
I had regularly encountered the young gentleman with
his ubiquitous bow tie as I traveled across campus and
eventually learned he was Chase Mizzell, Vice President
of the university’s student government. As an avid reader of the university’s daily newspaper, I was able to follow the political career of this charismatic leader.
In reading The Daily Gamecock, I discovered that Chase
was an Honors College student from Folly Beach, South
Carolina, and a sophomore enrolled in the international
business program. I learned that during his freshman
year he was having lunch in the restaurant in the Honors Residence Hall and noticed extra food being carried
away at the end of the lunch shift. He asked food service
employees what became of the leftovers and discovered that it was thrown away. Chase knew immediately
that he wanted to change that. Realizing that the city
of Columbia faced the challenges of a growing homeless population, Chase began his mission. He spent
a year researching state law, met with health officials,
identified homeless shelters throughout the metropolitan area, and worked with the director of the university’s
dining operations. As a result, “Second Servings” was
born. The food donation program currently matches oncampus restaurants with small shelters throughout Columbia offering food three times a week. Thanks to Mizzell’s leadership, over 30,000 meals from the university’s
dining facilities are now delivered to the shelters each
year (Sexton, 2012).
Chase continued his efforts to bring about positive
change. His success with establishing the Second Servings program fueled his election to the vice presidency.
The following year he campaigned again and was elected the new student body president with a whopping
82.5 percent of the vote (Coyne, 2013). The optimistic
young leader continued his efforts to address real problems on campus. He discovered that many students
encountered “situational poverty” during their college
years and went without food in their cupboards when
they faced emergency expenses such as a financially
overwhelming car repair bill. Chase and his student government team worked with campus administrators and
succeeded in establishing “Gamecock Pantry.” With anwww.nagc.org

nual food drives held each year, student volunteers now
manage a well-stocked food pantry in which members
of the university community may complete a confidential
application and receive support from the pantry.
Reading the campus newspaper led me to ask questions
about this gifted young leader. I read of his dedicated efforts to hold an annual dance marathon to raise funds for
a children’s cancer hospital, his leadership of students involved in Habitat for Humanity, his mission work in Haiti,
and other social action projects. As I read, I wondered how
his passionate interest in helping people evolved.
I was fortunate enough to arrange a meeting with Chase
during his final semester. He had passed the presidential
gavel on to his successor and was happy to meet with
me. On a sunny day in April, we enjoyed an outdoor conversation on the university quad. In introducing myself,
I shared my research interests with Chase, letting him
know that I had followed his university career through
The Daily Gamecock, and was impressed with his significant accomplishments. More importantly, I explained
that I wanted to know what enabled him to become the
compassionate individual he was.
Chase shared with me that his father died when Chase
was an infant and his grandfather became his mentor in
life. They grew close as they spent time fishing, watching westerns on television, and enjoying watermelon on
warm summer days. In their conversations, John Mizzell
passed on wisdom that helped to shape his grandson.
He instilled within Chase the importance of listening to
people. Chase explained, “He helped me to understand
that all of us have a story to tell and you can learn something from everyone you meet.”
In order to learn from others, his grandfather introduced him to a Southern tradition he called “scootapootin.” On Sunday afternoons, they would get into his
old yellow Chevy and drive around their seaside town
until they found someone whose story they wanted to
hear, from the mayor of the community to the housekeeping staff at the local hotels. Together they would
spend hours enjoying conversation with folks throughout Folly Beach hearing fascinating stories that people
shared. As a result, Chase learned to value authenticity in people and was inspired by their stories. Learning
from others’ experiences motivated him during his college years. He explained that people he met every day
on campus humbled him. He mentioned a custodian at
the student union: “The man works so hard all week and
then spends weekends volunteering to work with intelSummer 2016
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lectually disabled men. He challenges me. Who am I to
waste time when there are people who have much less
and do much more?”
His grandfather passed away during his freshman year
and Chase continued to seek out stories from those
around him. In honor of his grandfather he made a rule
for himself. He realized that he spent close to an hour
every day walking to and from classes, so he challenged
himself to use that time to meet three new people. He
would introduce himself to the stranger, get through
some small talk, and then pose the question: “What are
you passionate about?” He found that responses to his
friendly approach sometimes included bewilderment.
Others were happy to describe their interests and he
was happy to offer help. When others weren’t really sure
about their passions, he encouraged them to continue
pondering the question.

for young people to engage in each other’s stories and in
their teacher’s stories is a great way to begin. Extending
this further, educators in gifted education may want to
consider infusing opportunities for students to have oral
history experiences with elders in their community.
Chase Mizzell left a legacy to his alma mater and
surely made his family proud. The significant lessons he
gained from his grandfather are best captured in the following message from Chase. I am certain that he would
ask us to pass it on to our students:

Inspiring Classroom Practice
In today’s era of young people limiting themselves to
communication through their latest technologies, Chase’s
example serves as a reminder to educators that gifted
students benefit in learning from a wide variety of people in their communities. My hope is that by sharing this
young man’s story, educators will be inspired to incorporate “scootapootin” in their classrooms. Providing time
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One of my biggest values, and as simple as it is, is
loving each person…no matter who they are, whether
they are on the Board of Trustees or a janitor—getting
to know them, caring enough to engage in their story.
I think in the simplest of ways, it just comes down to
love (Moore, 2013, p. 2). THP

scientifically speaking

Steve V. Coxon
Maryville University
scoxon@maryville.edu

Curiosity for All

C

uriosity is a curious subject. It’s often mentioned
as a trait common to scientists, for scientists certainly need it. And, although curiosity is considered fundamental to creativity and innovation, the
term rarely appears as a focus in education, and is often lost
as individuals age. Science is a natural stimulant for curiosity and science class is the perfect place to foster it.
Picture a room full of kindergarteners studying live, wriggling worms, bubbling over with curiosity, and peppering
their teacher with questions and stories of their own experiences with worms. Now picture those same kids as middleschoolers. While we shouldn’t expect them to act like 5 yearolds, our hope should be that their curiosity has matured as
their education progresses and has not disappeared. They
now may be curious about what factors led worms to evolve
five hearts or hypothesize about what would happen if all
worms disappeared from Earth. Unfortunately, I don’t often
find this to be the case. Too many older students are disinterested in science. I’ve come to think that the way we
teach may have a lot to do with it.
In the traditional science classroom, curiosity is not
fostered. Students are generally lead through the curriculum with great breadth, but little depth and little chance
to pursue what they are particularly curious about. Professional scientists, on the other hand, often spend their
lives researching a topic of interest in great depth. If students are fortunate enough to be in a setting where their
teachers are both willing to lead them in experiments
and have the budget for needed supplies, they will follow step-by-step instructions that, when completed, produce a result long known to their teacher and to science.
Professional scientists, on the other hand, develop novel
experiments to help answer yet-unanswered questions.
To foster curiosity, the science classroom should be preparing curious students in a manner more attuned to the
work of practicing scientists. There are many ways this
can be accomplished. Two of my favorites are through
questioning and field experiences.
Questioning
Teachers asking higher order questions in class is important, but it is when the students ask those kinds of questions—and try to answer them—that the stated goal can be
reached, and curiosity deepened. Some answers may come
from the library or Internet, while others may be the subject of student-designed experiments, such as those used
in problem-based learning or pondered in a makerspace.
When students are able to focus their curiosity on an area of
www.nagc.org

interest, they begin to think and work like scientists.
Field Experiences
In this period of hyper-focus on minimum competency
testing, field trips and other experiences outside of the regular classroom setting often have been removed from the
science curriculum. Not only is this a shame from a curiosity standpoint, it also affects student scores on those very
tests. When aligned with the curriculum, field experiences
have a greater impact on student learning than any other
science teaching method (Schroeder et al., 2007). And they
are likely to invoke curiosity.
I organized many trips with my 4th and 5th grade scientists to a nearby national park, aligning our study of animal
adaptations and food webs to the national standards. Half
the group begins with a volunteer forester, touring around a
large pond with plenty of opportunities to get their hands in
the water, observe wildlife, and see the natural world in action—more memorable than any worksheet. The other half
are taken on a hike along a stream to a point of significant
beaver activity. Students have the opportunity to touch (and
trip over) gnawed down tree trunks and to observe beaver
dams; the results of both behavioral and structural adaptations. After a few hours, the groups switch. This experience
is revisited during different seasons, presenting students
with additional learning opportunities and inquisitive questions. Such trips also could be coupled with stream monitoring, surveying of macro-invertebrates, and plant studies
scaled for any age group. In addition, the trip was nearly
free, amounting to less than $3 per child for the bus. If you
don’t have a national forest nearby use whatever outdoor
resources are available in your area. Monitoring of an urban
stream or observing insects on an empty lot can be just as
stimulating for student curiosity.
Curiosity isn’t just a thing for young children. It is, and
may be, the most important trait for success in the sciences and of science talent development. As such, it
shouldn’t be left to chance, but fostered and nurtured in
the curriculum throughout a child’s education. I’m curious
to see what happens when more science teachers take on
that challenge. THP
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The Power of the Personal Narrative
Until the lion tells his side of the story,
the tale of the hunt will always glorify the hunter

E

—Proverb from Zimbabwe

veryone has a story, and each is unique. Students in
gifted education classrooms originate from a variety of backgrounds, but have so much in common.
They share a love of learning and rapid thinking
processes, are generally very creative and compassionate,
and see the world full of possibilities for change and improvement, all with a futuristic outlook. What makes these
students unique is their culture, gender, family background,
and community experiences. For teachers who may not
share their diverse gifted students’ culture, language, community, or racial backgrounds, it is particularly challenging
to understand the daily experiences of their students.
Recent research has documented the important role of
teachers in raising expectations for all students. In particular,
researchers at Johns Hopkins noted that educational prospects of Black boys and girls were doubted more by White
teachers than by Black teachers. Typically, most classroom
teachers are White, middle class females. This same holds
true for teachers of the gifted. As a result, as more efforts
are made to provide access to gifted education classrooms
for diverse learners, these students will not only face classmates who do not share their culture and experience, they
will also face teachers who do not share their ethnic and
cultural background.

“The personal narrative can
enhance the cultural
sensitivity of the classroom,
where there often exists a
cultural or racial mismatch.”
Teachers who have limited experiences with students of
another race have what may be considered a “single story”
expectation, based on limited involvement on a personal
and professional level with students from varied ethnic or
cultural groups. Without a deeper knowledge or relationship
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with individuals who come from varied experiences, the culture in the classroom can be less than ideal. This is where
the power of the personal narrative can help.
Personal Narratives
A personal narrative is an opportunity for gifted students
to tell their own stories, providing details of family history,
special events that have shaped who they are, and an opportunity to describe their hopes and dreams for the future. The
power of the personal narrative cannot be underestimated.
In classrooms from pre-K to high school, being comfortable telling your story helps all learners feel a sense of belonging, increases their self-esteem, and improves the value
that others have for their classmates who may be different.
Throughout history, great contributors to society have shared
their unique stories as a way of informing others and empowering individuals like themselves. Using the personal narrative in the gifted education classroom can have great benefits
for all students (and for teachers), empowering diverse gifted
learners and creating classrooms that are more receptive, accepting, and respectful of individual differences.
The personal narrative can mediate the effects of microagressions, everyday slights, and insults that people use
that are offensive. Microagressions are often very painful
and cause problems in school settings if overlooked and
ignored. When students are able to openly tell their own
stories, the effects of microagressions from classmates and
adults can be mediated. An excellent resource discussing
the painful effects of microagressions is a video titled Being
12: People Sometimes Think I’m Supposed to Talk Ghetto
or Whatever (2015) with middle school students of varied
backgrounds discussing how they are offended daily. Giving
gifted students the opportunity to discuss their experiences
via video documentary or written essays can be empowering, enabling students and teachers to discover how painful
language affects relationships in classrooms.
Assigning personal narratives gives students the opportunity to tell their story from a “place of power” when they
can be open and honest about their feelings of isolation or
a lack of belonging, eventually creating settings where all
continued on page 19
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Diving Deeper into Summer
with PBLs

T

he summer months provide a great time for educators, parents, and students to chart a plan for learners
to delve deep into a topic of study using the instructional strategy of Project- or Problem-Based Learning
(PBL). However, independent summer study requires careful
planning and preparation for students to develop their thinking
throughout the summer months. This column explores using
PBL with a summertime twist.
PBLs
Project- and Problem-based Learning (PBL) provide opportunities for deep exploration. Both PBLs prompt students to
investigate a particular topic, test a hypothesis, follow through
with appropriate scientific procedures, participate in academic
discussions, engage in a re-analysis of the problem, and communicate their findings to a relevant audience. PBLs provide
a contextual setting for learning (Dailey & Cotabish, 2016) and
both forms create an avenue to explore a topic using scientific
and experimental design procedures.
So what are the differences between the two PBLs? Problem-based Learning can be described as a “…curriculum
development and instructional system that simultaneously
develops both problem solving strategies and disciplinary
knowledge bases and skills by placing students in the active
role of problem solvers confronted with ill-structured problems that mirror real-world problems” (Finkle & Torp, 1995,
p. 1). The focus of Problem-based Learning is solving a realworld problem through some type of scenario that is presented by the teacher and is hypothetical. Students involved in
Project-based Learning choose to design and possibly create a product or solution that addresses a real-world need

they recognize in their own community.
In Project-based Learning, the teacher begins the instruction
with essential/driving questions to direct students through the
investigation. The teacher scaffolds the learning for students
through labs, lectures, technology applications, and instructional activities. Throughout the investigation, students create

“Independent summer study
requires careful planning and
preparation for students to
develop their thinking.”

and continuously revisit a “Need to Know” list. As the investigation concludes, students reflect and consider peer and
teacher feedback to better inform their learning. As a final activity, students present their products or creations to an audience, ideally to professionals in a related field of study.
Problem-based Learning involves presenting students with a
real-world problem as described in a detailed scenario and associated problem. To increase the relevancy of the learning, the
problem may be tied to an authentic community-based issue
(Gallagher, 2009). Students derive solutions by working through a
series of process steps (see the box, left). Steps two through five
are not necessarily sequential and may be conducted simultaneously as new information may redefine the original problem. The
seventh (optional) step may be included to carry out the solution.
Near the conclusion of the experience, the
class is encouraged to reach an agreement
on the best-fit solution. Ideally, the resoluSeven Steps of Problem-based Learning
tion of a community-based problem will lead
to action, such as a service-learning project
1. Introduction of an Ill-structured problem
(Dailey & Cotabish, 2016).
2. Identification of what learners know (also known as the “3 What’s;” “Need
		 to Know;” or “KWL Chart” in which students list what is known, what they
Summertime Considerations
		 need to know, and what they need to do)
Teachers can prepare students and par3. Gathering of information
4. Generation of possible solutions
5. Determination of the best fit solution
6. Presentation of the proposed solution
7. Resolution/action (optional)

ents for a summer PBL with a discussion
of the Autonomous Learner Model (ALM).
Through ALM, students develop responsibility, positive self-esteem, decision-making
and problem-solving skills, interpersonal
skills, critical and creative-thinking skills,
continued on page 19
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Helping Gifted
Culturally Diverse
Students Cope with
Socio-Emotional
Concerns

I

t goes without saying that gifted
students have affective needs
that are different from those
of regular students. Silverman
(1993) explained, “cognitive complexity gives rise to emotional depth”
and as a result, gifted students “not
only think differently from their peers,
they also feel differently” (p. 3). There
are several reasons why the socioemotional development of the gifted
needs to be intentionally, purposefully, and proactively nurtured. The
most critical reason is that cognitive
development and social and emotional development are inseparable.
Findings from brain research tell us:
(a) emotion has an impact on the
learning process, (b) social-emotional functions can facilitate or impede
the cognitive processes, and (c) we
remember what we have learned better and longer when emotion is a part
of our learning process (Clark, 2013).
Therefore, both cognitive and social
and emotional development should
be addressed in any kind of educational delivery.
In this day and age, when developing or implementing an affective
curriculum, one cannot overlook the
impact of the changing demographics of a population. Cross (2011)
stated, “I believe that the changing
demographic of people in the United
States has had an important impact
on gifted education over the past 20

Chin-Wen Lee
University of Northern Colorado
Chin-Wen “Jean” Lee is a doctoral student in
the School of Special Education at University
of Northern Colorado. Her background training is rooted in special education, gifted education, educational leadership, and program
evaluation

years or so” (p. 219). Although a nationally changing demographic may
not reflect a change in gifted education populations, the discussion on
promoting gifted, culturally diverse
students’ social-emotional well-being has not diminished. Ford (2004)
delineated the needs of students
who are gifted and culturally diverse
(Figure 1). The importance of ethnic
identity toward self-concept can be
seen in the Diverse circle. For gifted

African-Americans, ethnic identity
has a prominent impact on achievement and attitudes toward school.
Moreover, self-concept and cultural
identity are also considered as crucial
issues in Asian-Americans, NativeAmericans, and Hispanic-Americans
(Ford & Harris, 1999).
A Socio-Emotional
Conceptual Model
Conceptual models are graphical

Figure 1. Needs of students who are gifted and culturally diverse. (Adapted with permission from In search of the dream: Designing schools and classrooms that work for high potential students from diverse cultural backgrounds. (2004). p. 34. Washington DC: NAGC)
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Figure 2. A conceptual model for helping gifted, culturally diverse students cope with
socio-emotional concerns.

representations of complex ideas
that help us visualize and understand
key factors of complex relationships.
The purpose of developing a conceptual model for helping gifted, culturally diverse students cope with socio-emotional concerns (Figure 2) is
to help teachers and counselors take
into consideration the factors that are
involved in the lives of the students
that they serve when designing appropriate educational interventions.
This model has three components.
It begins with five environmental
factors—culture, home, self, school,
and peers. These factors influence
the ten things to boost performance,
a list of positive intervention strategies that can be incorporated in the
classroom. Finally, the goals of affective and supportive services presents
practical outcomes that serve as a
baseline for intervention. It is important to note that although this model
provides generalizations that help
guide instruction and counseling support, any such model must be modified to take into account the specific
needs and cultural differences of the
students in the classroom.

A Template for Designing Learning Opportunities
Prevention Level
Objective: Develop Positive Cultural Identities (applicable to ALL students)
Activity: Read the Biographical Samples: Maya Lin (artist, architectural designer); Jeremy Lin (athlete)
Suggested Learning Opportunities:
3 Team work q
3 Intuition & integration q
3 Visual thinking q Verbal & written expression of feelings
q
3 Creative expression
q
Description
c The models provided here are Americans of Chinese descent. One is female and the other is male.
c This activity is expected to be a group project.
		 1. Provide a template and questions for students to work on this project (Adapted from Changing tomorrow
			 3, by L. D. Avery & J. VanTassel-Baska, 2013, p. 106):
			 (1) Introduction
					 Where did she/he grow up and how did her/his upbringing contribute to the direction she/he took in
					 her/his career?
					 What achievement launched her/his career and how old was she/he at the time?
			 (2) What can we learn from her/him?
					 To what extent did time, place, and circumstances impact her/his ability to succeed?
					 In what ways if any has her/his family’s Chinese heritage influenced her/his achievement?
			 (3) What if…
					 Identify one or more barriers that she/he encountered on her/his way to success.
					 What if she/he did not overcome these challenges?
					 What if she/he had more support at that time?
		 2. Encourage students to demonstrate their project in both a PowerPoint/video/alternative and oral
			 presentation.
		 3. Arrange a time for feedback and discussion / evaluation of the presentation.

www.nagc.org
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An Example of Implementation
As previously stated, the convergence of cultural diversity, gifted
characteristics, and socio-emotional
concerns can be complex. There
are several approaches an educator
may take to implement the model.
Take differentiation as an example. In

planning curriculum, teachers could
differentiate for:
• Content: use advanced and com		 plex concepts in discussing cul		 tural identity;
• Process: use acceleration or
		 compacting in multicultural edu		 cation;

• Product: students share their
		 learning of cultural identity with a
		 real audience; and
• Learning environment: value stu		 dents’ learning styles and have
		 high expectations of them.
Another example involves planning and delivering prevention and

Intervention: Dealing with Family Pressures
Activity (I): Identify Different Expectations
Suggested Learning Opportunities:
3 Intuition & integration q Visual thinking q
3 Verbal & written expression of feelings
q Team work q
q Creative expression
Description
c Main message: Many family pressures come from family members’ expectations. The three activities under this
		 topic, Dealing with Family Pressures, provide opportunities for students and their families to face the potential
		 conflict.
c Students are encouraged to ask their parents for clarification about the parents’ expectations for the student’s
		 future.
c Directions for students:
		 1. Identify your expectations that are different from your parents’.
		 2. Depict or deliberate expectations of both sides.
		 3. Compare and contrast these expectations.
		 4. Think: What if I follow my parents’ directions? What if I insist on achieving my goals?
Activity (II): Let’s Have a Talk
Suggested Learning Opportunities:
3 Verbal & written expression of feelings
q Team work q Intuition & integration q Visual thinking q
q Creative expression
Description
c Main message: Communication is important!
c Encourage students to present their ideas to their parents and/or other family members and collect feedback
		 from the audience.
c It is extremely important for teachers to bear in mind that there are more indirect interactions within a Chinese
		 family. It is not easy for parents and children to sit down and have a conversation about their expectations. Al		 ternatives must be provided, such as to exchange a conversation log. Also, parents’ proficiency in English
		 should be taken into consideration when guiding students to complete this activity.
c Directions for students:
		 1. Present your ideas (completed in the previous activity) to your parents and/or other family elders. (Written or
			 spoken in Chinese when necessary.)
		 2. Ask Why: Why do you think this (expectation) is important to me?
		 3. Write down your audience’s answers and feedback and bring this outcome to the discussion group.
Activity (III): So What?
Suggested Learning Opportunities:
3 Verbal & written expression of feelings
q Team work q Intuition & integration q Visual thinking q
q Creative expression
Description
c The use of a discussion group serves as a platform for students to report to their family members’ feedback and
		 to share their thoughts on it.
c No judgment or comment should be given by the discussion facilitator.
c Directions for students:
		 1. Review What if questions in activity (I). Any new ideas?
		 2. Review family members’ feedback in activity (II). Any new ideas?
		 3. How can I embrace or gain their support?
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intervention activities, where teachers can tailor their lesson plans to
target the cultural populations in their
classrooms. Prevention activities
should be proactive with the purpose
of developing positive cultural identity. Conversely, intervention activities
are reactive with the objective toward
helping students develop strategies
to cope with pressures related to
home, school, and their peers (Peterson, 2009). The four suggested
learning opportunities are examples
for a curricular framework template.
These examples of prevention intervention activities are targeted toward
Asian-American students in a high
school setting.

NY: Teachers College Press.
Peterson, J. S. (2009). Focusing on
where they are: A clinical perspective.
In J. L. VanTassel-Baska, T. L. Cross,
& F. R. Olenchak (Eds.), Social-emotional curriculum with gifted and talented students (pp. 193–226). Waco,
TX: Prufrock Press.

smart cookies

Silverman, L. K. (1993). The gifted individual. In L. K. Silverman (Ed.), Counseling the gifted and talented (pp.
3–28). Denver, CO: Love.

By Bess Wilson

Conclusion
Educators wishing to help gifted,
culturally diverse students cope with
socio-emotional concerns, can develop academic strategies and affective curricular experiences that
support their students. Students
exposed to this type of learning will
find a path that fulfills their academic, cultural, psychological, and
social development. By keeping culturally diverse students’ social and
emotional needs at the forefront of
curricular decisions, educators can
find success in providing appropriate, targeted, and comprehensive
personalized services. THP
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A Final Look

M

y father was a published poet. He was an English
teacher and was very well-read. I really admired
his gift. I like to write poetry as well and tend to
write when I want to convey a thought in a limited
number of words. Pack ideas together and let them tumble
forth. My ideas for the poem about gifted adolescents that I
share in this column came from a lot of reading I have been
doing on affective needs topics for the Social and Emotional
class I am teaching this semester for a cohort of teachers. I am
also in the midst of reading American Girls: Social Media and
the Secret Lives of Teenagers by Nancy Jo Sales (2016). While
I have not yet read far enough to endorse the book (or not), it
does remind me of the importance of teachers knowing the
benefits and the detriments of social media, especially when
used in class for assignments. It is essential to know the world
of students as well as we can. But that world in 2016 can be
very complex and challenging, as Sales continually emphasizes in the book.
This is my last column for Teaching for High Potential. I
have enjoyed writing these columns and I thank you for reading them. I also want to thank those of you who have written
to comment or ask further questions. I always enjoy a good

10

Always be prepared to move to
Plan B if Plan A is not
working. A backup plan (or two) is
necessary each day
because you do not
know ahead of time
how students will
respond to what
you
originally
planned. But if
your great discussion
topic
flops because students
are not into discussion that day,
move to an alternative way to pursue the relevant idea, such as a writing task or a group investigation.
Don’t waste time trying to redesign your discussion topic
during this particular class, just do the Plan B and evaluate
later. Discussion may work better tomorrow.
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discussion on a worthwhile topic. As I thought about what to
write this time, I knew I wanted to begin with a poem. But
what would follow was a little nebulous. So I went back to my
first column in which I offered a Top Ten List of suggestions for
working with gifted adolescents. As I reviewed them, I found
that I still agree with the ten items I listed here.
Yes, I still agree with this advice. However, in reviewing my
Number 1: Don’t Over Teach, I think I need to explain a bit
more. I want to clarify its somewhat “Pollyanna” wording.
I do not want to convey that teachers should just let the students control the class. As teachers, you know what you are
doing; you know the flow of ideas that you are covering in class;
you know what must be done in your curriculum to prepare your
students; you are the expert here. So, your ultimate control is
essential. I have too often heard teachers, who do not teach
high-ability students, say “it must be easy to teach the smart
kids—they just teach themselves and will learn no matter what.”
While I believe in the innate intelligence of gifted adolescents, I
also know that they can go in many directions. The wise teacher,
who does not over teach, maintains control and asks interesting
questions, creates thoughtful and engaging lesson plans, and
provides frequent choices as to how to pursue knowledge so

9

Know your students well. Know what groups and clubs
they are involved in while in school and what their outside interests are. Know when their athletic events are and
when their clubs meet. Try to use these interests in your examples and in planning tasks and due dates for them.

8

Do not be buffaloed by students who tell you, “I am not
a fact person, I learn conceptually.” Gifted students—
usually in middle and high school—may state this when they
do not know the facts to support a claim made. It is a fallacy
to think gifted secondary students do not need to know facts
or cannot learn them.

7

While facts are necessary as building blocks or support
for a claim, the majority of my class planning was always on key concepts, issues, or themes. If I found myself
concentrating on lower levels of inquiry, I had to snap out of
that mindset and modify quickly. Secondary gifted adolescents can (and will) shut you off if the lesson is low level. I
had a student teacher once that crumbled when the students
answered in chorus, Yes or No to her questions. She learned

that gifted students not only engage in rigorous material, but they
A Tribute
also experience mutual respect
Gifted Adolescents
every day. If students ask probing questions during a discussion
Intelligent, Creative, Talented,
that lead to greater understanding
Geeks, Nerds, and Dweebs,
over all, then following-up on the
Good Thinkers, Good Debaters, Good Problem Solvers,
line of reasoning, even if it means
Inquiring Minds.
the planned lesson cannot possiIntroverted or Extroverted...Extroverted yet Introverted.
bly be completed that day, is perfectly appropriate. If students just
Some are Perfectionists, never satisfied, always anxious.
know how to get out of work by
Some are Perfectionists, always improving, always prepared.
asking interesting but irrelevant
Some underachieve, claiming lack of challenge;
questions, you need to squelch
Some underachieve, claiming interest in other causes.
those “questions” quickly or you
Lots of potential, not realized.
will “lose” your class. The fine line
between respecting ability and
Our Hope for the Future.
letting students take over must
How do we teach them? What should we do?
be understood.
We can mentor; we can guide;
In concluding this column, I
We must never over teach; We must listen...
want to pay tribute to you, the
To their Thoughts, to their Concerns, to their Hopes for our Future.
teachers who teach gifted adolescents each day. It is a priviWe must listen….
lege, but all privileges come with
To their Ideas, to their Innovations, to their Empathy for Others.
lots of work somewhere in the
Teaching them is a challenge; a privilege, never easy.
process. It is a challenge, but
Gifted Adolescents: Smart Kids, No Two Exactly the Same...
challenge also requires work to
Our National Treasure.
understand it and then to build
on it. Thanks for the work you
—Felicia Dixon, 2016
do. It is worth the effort because
students need you; schools
need you; and gifted education
certainly needs you. You, too, are a treasure. THP

quickly that questions that were worded for Yes/No answers
would get just those exact responses.

6

Ask a colleague to observe your class and volunteer to
reciprocate. Or, video your class and then use criteria to
evaluate what is important as you view it yourself. I tried to
do this each semester in at least one of my classes in order
to evaluate how my strategies were working or how I was
responding to issues or to specific students. I even asked a
good friend to chart how many different students spoke and
how I responded to each of them. I grew from the results.

5

Sometimes students are the best teachers. If I hit on a topic
that one of my students had stated was his/her favorite (e.g.,
specific battles in the Civil War, novels by a specific author), I tried
to include that student in my introduction of the topic. In addition,
I tried to give an alternative choice to any projects or papers assigned that recognized student expertise and built on it.

4

Never “dumb down” assignments. If students do not understand, they will let you know, but if they write you off because

www.nagc.org

they think the assignments are an “insult” to their intelligence, it
will be very difficult for them to give you a second chance. Plan to
teach to the top of their Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky)
and then scaffold if needed, but do not dumb down.

3

Consider how much you assign. In some cases you are following a prescribed curriculum (e.g., AP classes), but consider
how much is appropriate and what is excessive. Ask them for input.

2

Never forget that these students are not all the same. They have
different epistemologies and different learning styles. Plan your
classes by using a variety of approaches, but always consider their
affective needs in planning. When I learned to focus on these areas,
my classes became more interesting and high powered.

1

My number 1 is quite simple: Do Not Over Teach. These
kids are together in your class for a reason—they are smart.
They know material and learn it quickly. They do the academic
side of school well. Think about how to present material that
challenges and encourages their participation and then celebrate the intellectual atmosphere—a rarity in most classrooms.
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Standard Deviations
continued from page 1

Heather responded with a fictional
short story about a girl who is on
her way to her first day at a new
school. Her father is driving her to
school, and he tries to mitigate her
nervousness by telling her to “Just
be yourself.”
Be yourself? I think. Who’s
“myself” and how can I even
be her? Perhaps in order
to “be yourself” you should
know who you are in the first
place…I try to think of things I
know I am.
—I’m Stephanie.
—I’m sixteen.
—I’m in a car.
—I’m from Iowa.
—Wait, scratch that; I’m
from Kansas. I was just
born in Iowa.
—I’m…nice?

explore other possibilities beyond the traditional essay.
A Christmas Miracle of Creative
Writing
In December, our English department
again gave each eleventh-grade student
in the school 60 minutes to respond to
another EOC Writing Test prompt: “Author Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, ‘To be
yourself in a world that is constantly trying to make you something else is the
Michelle, who had written a forgettable five-paragraph essay
in September, wrote a heartfelt
story about a girl whose passion
and purpose reside in rowing, but
whose father is obsessed with
getting her into Harvard. The climax occurs when her report card
comes home:
My heart was racing, and I
squeezed my mother’s hand.
“B-?” he roared. “How could
you get a B- in physics? I give
you everything you need, and
you get a B-. Do you think you’ll
get into Harvard with these
grades?” He picked up the
nearest magazines on the coffee table and slung them in my
direction. “No more crew,” he
continued. “No more friends.
No more church. You can say
goodbye to your weekends.
You will not leave this house
until your grades are up. How
are you supposed to become
a doctor like this?”
He motioned for me to go
upstairs and study. I crawled
into bed and stared at the ceiling, wondering how I could
be myself when my dad was
set on shaping the rest of my
life.

By that last point I’m stuck.
Am I even nice? I am sure
as hell not confident about
these answers, at least that’s
for sure. Every time I think
of something else “I am” I
shoot it down with a counter
example. After wrestling with
myself for a good five minutes, I come up with a much
better list.
—I am named Stephnie.
—I am sixteen years old.
—I am in a car.
—I am confused about
who I am.
Heather engaged in deep thinking
and questioning here, comfortable with complexity and uncertainty; before she could answer the
prompt, she had to consider some
more fundamental questions: Who
am I? What does it mean to be myself? Is it even possible to be anything but myself?

Michelle’s response challenged
the simplicity of the prompt, pushing back with an implicit question
of its own.
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greatest accomplishment.’ Do you agree
or disagree with Emerson’s statement
about individuality?”
The majority of responses were not
traditional essays; there were interviews,
plays, short stories, poems, narratives,
and satires. This time, the responses
were more focused, more willing to
challenge the prompt: Is the world constantly trying to make you something
else? Is individuality the greatest accomplishment? How do we measure
accomplishment? Most students didn’t
fully agree or disagree with Emerson.
Some were very candid about their lack
of surety. They were displaying the best
aspects of Neil Postman and Charles
Weingartner’s (1970) “good learners,”
who “do not need to have an absolute,
final, irrevocable resolution to every
problem. The sentence, ‘I don’t know,’
does not depress them, and they certainly prefer it to the various forms of
semantic nonsense that pass for ‘answers’ to questions that do not as yet
have any solution—or may never have
one” (pp. 32-33).
Was there a connection between
the creative writing and complex
thinking my students produced? In
writing a free-verse poem, Justin
Justin wrote a narrative poem
about being torn between the love
of music and the pressure to pursue a career in science. Midway
through the poem, the narrator reflects on his decision to abandon
music:
That was my dream—the life I
wanted for myself
To study the way notes dance
on paper
And how drums sing
But my father still thinks the
saxophone is a brass instrument
What’s the difference between
a trombone and a tuba?
He never saw the colors of
music

was already a far distance from the
rigid thinking of a five-paragraph essay, a “preset format” that “lulls students into a nonthinking automacity”
(Rorschach 2004, p. 19). By focusing on a central protagonist, Michelle
was able to achieve thoughtful depth
over superficial breadth. Heather, by
turning her story over to a frightened,
confused, sixteen-year-old narrator,
was able to ask a series of hard questions, of both the prompt and herself.
In giving their characters and narrators voices, my students put their
individual fingerprints on each paragraph. Students who wrote fiction
were able to develop and address
counterarguments through dialogue
between foils. Many of the fictionalized pieces were reflections of their
writers’ lives, and real life often defies
ready-made templates, generalizawww.nagc.org

tions, and easy answers. Ironically, the
fiction from the second round seemed to
reflect the real world
more accurately than
the essays from the
first, even when those
essays were about
real people.
My students and
I began to wonder if
they might replicate
these successes on
the actual EOC Writing test. Would they
be required to write
essays? What constitutes an essay,
anyway?
Together
we looked up the
definition of essay.
It is “a short literary
composition…usually in prose.” That
last phrase, “Usually
in prose,” meant that
some essays aren’t
written
in
prose.
Short stories, plays,
and poems all qualify
as short literary compositions.
We started looking
more closely at actual
EOC Writing prompts.
All of them asked for
a “response,” not an essay. Even
though all of the online anchor papers
were traditional essays, did that mean
it wasn’t possible or permissible to
write one?
As a class, we
weighed potential
consequences. If
students were to
fail the test for writing creatively, they
would be placed
in remediation and
would have to take
the test again. At
that point, they
could either write an essay or continue to write creatively, failing the test a
second time. All students felt that they
would have an argument if they failed
for they were following the directions
given to them and satisfied all the re-

quirements of the scoring rubric.
The Rites of Spring and Beyond
Of the 68 students who took the actual 2014 Virginia EOC Writing Test, 33
of them chose to write creative pieces:
plays, short stories, diary entries, letters, interviews, and personal narratives. All 33 of those students passed
at the advanced level, some with perfect scores.
Several students have gone on
to write creative pieces on the SAT
Writing section. Angela chose to
write in the voice of Holden Caulfield
from The Catcher in the Rye. Jiyoon
wrote a short story about himself
taking the SAT—a meta response.
David crafted a story about a husband who reconfigures his work-life
balance in the wake of his wife’s
death. All of them achieved nearly
perfect scores.
Deconstructing the Norm
These results should begin to dispel the myth that creativity, questioning, and deep thinking in K-12 education—especially on standardized
tests—are more likely to be punished
than rewarded. And yet the myth
persists. Heather recently showed
me her response to a practice ACT
essay. She had written a short story,
and her teacher had awarded her a
2 out of 6: “Creative and entertaining! However, standardized tests
(unfortunately) require a more formal
argument.” Gifted students can be
particularly vulnerable to this mythology. They are naturally thoughtful and

“Most of the class had never
considered writing creatively
in response to a standardized
writing prompt.”
creative, but many of them are also
high achievers, with their sights set
on Ivy-League schools that require
tests they feel they must succeed
on in order to gain admittance. They
perceive that their teachers want a
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certain type of writing, or that a certain formula will yield a perfect—or
at least safe—score. College writing
instructors, meanwhile, “spend the
first half of their semester unteaching
the skills and traits students acquired
during high school, encouraging initiative, autonomy, and invention”
(Fanetti, Bushrow, & DeWeese, 2010,
p. 82). In trying to please teachers,
testmakers, and admissions officers,
gifted students can become very adept at “the game of school.”
As teachers of the gifted, we bear a
particular responsibility to “reject a focus on right answers and conventional methods, in other words, not only
because it promotes shallow learning
but because it promotes passive acceptance” (Kohn, 2004, p. 190). We
can begin by supporting creativity in
responding to writing prompts, but
we can also ask our students to reconsider what a presentation might
look like, or how a research paper
could be written. Our students’ test
scores—whether high or low—do not

matter as much as their willingness
to take reasonable risks when writing, speaking, and thinking in complex and creative terms. Some skills,
after all, are more important than the
ability to write a good essay. THP
Notes
1
All student names in this article are pseudonyms.
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The Administrator’s Role in Promoting
a Robust Digital Ecosystem

L

iterature about effective school leadership often
includes the maxim: what is valued gets evaluated
and what is evaluated ultimately improves. From
ensuring that teachers have the proper digital tools
and professional development to providing students with
the necessary exposure so that they are prepared to be
digital citizens, building administrators are the lynchpin to
establishing a digital ecosystem-friendly school climate. In
order to create such a climate, administrators must develop buy-in from all stakeholders. There are a number of
strategies to get these stakeholders (teachers, parents,
and students) to value the integration of digital technology
into the classroom, one that can be constantly evaluated
and improved.
Providing this leadership and a value-focused approach
can change the ways in which schools prepare students to
be digital citizens. This type of change often requires the
stakeholders to try something new, something that they
might not be comfortable doing. Furthermore, it often takes
several attempts for teachers to become proficient at the
new skill. As such, teachers must feel as though the building administrator, students, and parents support the risks
they are taking to change their pedagogical practices.
Identifying Technology Profiles for Teachers, Students,
and Parents
Teachers’ technology proficiency levels and beliefs on
implementation vary from one person to the next. Therefore, it is imperative that administrators identify teachers’
aptitude and attitudes towards technology integration in
order to secure the necessary tools and professional development resources. Rather than dictating which tools to
use and which strategies to follow, administrators should
poll the teachers and make a decision based on their
feedback. There are several examples of surveys designed
to illicit responses that will inform administrators about
teachers’ technology attitudes and aptitudes. An Internet
search with the key words teacher technology survey will
yield several examples.
When reviewing potential surveys, administrators will
want to consider the ease of administration and data collection, as well as the fit of the instrument to her or his
school. The most appropriate surveys ask respondents
about their current and desired usage of specific tools,
and attitudes towards integrating technology. In addition,
administrators will want teachers to respond to questions
about their use of technology for non-professional purposes. This will give the administration insight into teachers’
www.nagc.org

overall comfort with technology.
In order to measure students’ readiness and interest
levels, administrators should ask students about each of
these areas. Asking students how and when they want to
learn with technology empowers an important stakeholder and enables students to take ownership of the digital
ecosystem. The assumption that students are “digital natives” and prepared to be immersed in a technology-saturated ecosystem is an easy pitfall for many administrators. A formal process to determine students’ technology
profiles is imperative.
An Internet search with the key words student technology
survey will produce several sample surveys. Criteria to consider when evaluating potential surveys include the ease
with which students can complete the survey at school or
at home and determining if the surveys are going to be administered via computer or traditional paper/pencil. Finally,
administrators will want to measure students’ access to
technology at home, their preference for reading digital text,
and tools they want to use to demonstrate their learning.
Mobile technology is creating a more democratic, globally connected society. Many of the common barriers to
using technology (e.g., affordability, access, and userfriendliness) are dissipating, therefore enhancing the dynamic potential with which everyone can participate in the
digital age. While the “digital divide” between those that
are connected and those that aren’t is decreasing slightly
as more families own affordable mobile devices and have
greater access to free online resources, because these devices do not equate to laptop or desktop technologies, a
digital knowledge divide persists.
To help bridge the digital divide, schools need to design
instructional approaches that meet families where they
are. A short parent survey that measures home computer
usage and resources can help with this. An Internet search
with the key words parent technology survey returns several results, which the administrator can utilize. Surveys
should measure parents’ perceptions of the amount of daily “screen time” children should have, resources available
at home, and the ease at which they feel in supervising and
using technology.
By gauging teacher, parent, and student technology profiles, administrators can begin to evaluate how all students,
including gifted students, are being prepared for digital citizenship. Assessing the school climate is only the first step.
The next edition of this column will detail how administrators
can use the data to make decisions that sustain a school’s
digital ecosystem. THP
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A Focus on the Soft Skills

I

t can be difficult being an elementary student, especially
a gifted primary one. Adam Cox, in No Mind Left Behind,
states that, “In the course of a single day, our children are
required to work independently, be part of a team, assume
leadership, defer leadership, be the chief communicator, and
become a good listener.” I have heard many teachers express
dismay because their very bright students are frustrated when
they hit a stumbling block, and simply shut down. They either
appear unmotivated to try to solve the problem or unable to
consider a different approach.
Even very young children can learn to be flexible and apply a
host of coping strategies to their everyday lives. We all know that
hard skills like math and reading can be learned and improved
over time. Soft skills, which have more to do with who we are
and how we approach a situation, are more difficult to teach and
learn. Perhaps teachers need to focus more on direct instruction
of soft skills, which can be embedded in the curriculum. Flexibility is one of those soft skills and important to academic and
social development. Flexible people have confidence in their
ability to solve problems because they can consider different
options and don’t get stuck as easily.
Paul Tough, author of How Children Succeed: Grit, Curiosity,
and the Hidden Power of Character (2012), believes that teaching the soft skills at school is not just a “nice addition” but crucial
to helping children do well in academic subjects, especially as
they mature through their learning. Tough, an education journalist, shares decades worth of research in psychology and economics showing that strengthening character at an early age
can predict later success. Even more importantly, Tough claims,
simple interventions can have a strong effect on improving these
soft skills. So, what are the interventions and how do teachers fit
yet another strategy into their packed schedules?
Teaching flexibility is not as difficult as it may sound! Most
teachers already have strong skills in this area, as the day is
always changing with unexpected interruptions. You might
want to be purposeful, naming and modeling flexibility as it
happens so students can experience how it works every day
and see that you successfully get through the change.
I have often introduced flexibility during creativity lessons. After doing a lesson or two on brainstorming/fluency, which can
be used in many content areas, we gather to do another brainstorming. I begin by asking the class to name things that are
red (I do not spell the word). The answers typically pertain to the
color red, such as ball, stop sign, blood, apple, etc. I praise them
for their answers but then say that I noticed that all answers were
about the color red. This is usually followed by some loud “Oh’s
and Ah’s.” I then ask them what else can be read (again, not
spelling the word). The looks on their faces are priceless when
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they realize that books, magazines, and computer screens can
also be read! They often then branch out even more, suggesting
that faces get red when angry, or the skin red when sunburned.

“Flexible people have
confidence in their ability to solve
problems because they can
consider different options and
don’t get stuck as easily.”
We finish up by reading a book intended to make the connection between the story and the use of the author’s and/or character’s flexibility. Here are some terrific children’s books I have
used to teach flexibility in the elementary grades:
•
		
•
		
•
		

The Turn-Around Upside-Down Alphabet Book by Lisa
Campbell Ernst (Simon & Schuster, 2004)
Hannah’s Collections by Marthe Jocelyn (Dutton Children’s Books, 2000)
The Most Magnificent Thing by Ashley Spires (Kids Can
Press, 2014)

In addition, chapter books such as Stone Fox by John
Reynolds Gardiner (1980), or any of Gary Paulsen’s books
introduce many ways characters become adept at problem
solving by being a flexible thinker.
Step it up by asking students to find examples not only in their
own readings, but also in their daily lives, what they see online or
on television, or even when playing sports or engaging in other
activities. The objective is for them to see that flexibility is everywhere. Make it a class goal to uncover these treasures right in
your own classroom! THP
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students are comfortable sharing who they are and their
intellectual and social-emotional needs. Narratives shared
by gifted children of color who have been placed in gifted
classrooms away from their social and racial peers provide
evidence of the sense of isolation felt by these students.
The personal narrative can enhance the cultural sensitivity
of classroom, where there often exists a cultural or racial mismatch. This mismatch creates a wedge between the teacher
and students that can create a less than ideal learning environment. Gender-different students may also feel isolation
and lack a sense of belonging in settings where there is no
indication of acceptance or when teachers or classmates are
unwilling to embrace their non-traditional gender lifestyles.
All schools are responsible for ensuring that ALL students are safe and comfortable in the classroom environment. For gifted learners from backgrounds that are diverse by race, culture, language, gender, and income, it
is crucial for teachers to create learning experiences that
will improve their socialization and increase their comfort level with their intellectual peers. Personal narratives
shared in non-defensive settings empower students to
freely express their ideas and constructively create positive responses to instructional challenges. Classrooms
that are open to multiple stories stimulate cooperation
and collaboration and treat all students as valued members of the intellectual community. THP
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Angelou, M. (1983). I know why the caged bird sings. New York,
NY: Bantam Press
Coates, T. (2014). Between the world & me. New York, NY: Random House
Cisneros, S. (1991). The house on mango street. New York, NY:
Vintage Press
Okada J. (2014). The no-no boy (Classics of Asian American literature). Seattle: University of Washington Press.
Tschida, C.M., Ryan, C.L., & Ticknor, A.W. (2014). Building on windows and mirrors: Encouraging the disruption of ‘single stories’
through children’s literature. Journal of Children’s Literature.
40(1), pp. 30-39.
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whatever that is. Retrieved from http://www.wnyc.org/story/
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Websites
Teaching Tolerance Blog
www.tolerance.org
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A Step-By-Step lesson for teachers on personal narratives.
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and a passion for learning through the use of personal-interest study. The ALM can be used to teach students how to
discover information on their own and provides students with
a guide for developing the variety of skills needed to navigate
the increasingly complex learning as an independent thinker.
By teaming with parents to provide oversight throughout the
summer months, the ALM can help students move forward
in their project work as parents provide the adult supervision
so important to the process. Alternatively, educators in summer programs may structure PBL learning opportunities with
program participants and make connections with community
mentors. Again, it is important for adult supervision to guide
the learning as a student progresses through independent
project exploration. Summertime may also provide professional development time for teachers to prepare PBL learning
activities for the coming school year and consider a range of
contextual ideas to engage the attention of local students.
Project- and Problem-based Learning opportunities are engaging ways to stimulate student interest and provide contextual understandings to delve deep into areas of interest as well
as gain new understandings and skills. Using PBL throughout
the summer months can engage student interest and provide opportunities for continued growth, development, and
achievement. THP
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