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GIFTED EDUCATION COMMUNICATOR is designed to be a practitioner’s journal—providing you with the information and
strategies to apply the theory, research, and best practices
in the field. Noted leaders and experienced parents
address a broad range of themes and issues related to
educating and parenting the gifted. The high quality
of articles has made the journal a highly respected
publication in the field of gifted education. You’ll find these regular features in each issue of Gifted Education Communicator:
• Feature theme articles by
national leaders in the field
• Parent Talk
• Hands-on curriculum

•
•
•
•

National calendar
Teacher Talk
Administrator Talk
Student Voices

Subscribe Today by contacing the California Association for the Gifted, 11130 Sun Center Drive,
Suite 100, Rancho Cordova, CA 95670; Phone: 916-441-3999; e-mail: CAGOffice@aol.com;
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FROM THE EDITOR

MIDDLE SCHOOL—why do those words often send shudders
through parents and teachers alike? It is definitely a challenging
time for students as they are changing from dependent children
to becoming independent young adults. But it is an exhilarating
time as well. During my teaching years in middle school, I always
considered my students “old enough to engage in interesting and
thought-provoking discussions, but young enough to enjoy sharing in youthful exuberance.” Those twenty years of middle school
teaching make this GEC issue dear to my heart. It takes me back
to the classroom where I spent some of the best years of my career
interacting directly with kids on a daily basis.
Our lead feature article, “Gifts of Language Diversity:
Building Educational Aspirations with Latino Students in Middle
School,” tells the story of one Texas school district’s efforts to better serve gifted Hispanic middle school students by offering
Advanced Placement Spanish Language to eighth graders with
advanced Spanish skills. In time, the project grew from a ten-student pilot program to include offerings at four of the district’s
seven middle schools. Follow-up research studies have documented its success. Todd Kettler, Alexandra Shiu, and Susan Johnsen
offer us a guide and a challenge to better serve a group of students
that often goes underrepresented and that may not benefit from
conventional programs for gifted learners.
Sylvia Rimm follows with an article based on her recent
book, Growing Up Too Fast: The Rimm Report on the Secret World
of America’s Middle Schoolers. Her article, “Growing Up Too
Fast—and Gifted,” reports that while the timetable of adolescent
development has changed over recent decades, the components
of development remain the same. Dr. Rimm includes comparisons between gifted middle schoolers and their “regular” program cohorts.
A common complaint expressed by critics of middle schools is
that too little emphasis is put on academics because its proponents argue that social issues are the highest priority at this age.
When true, this condition is particularly damaging to gifted middle school learners who are not only capable but eager for intellectual challenge. Susannah Richards offers us an antidote in her
article, “Academic Rigor or Rigor mortis: Creating an
Environment that Stimulates and Supports Academic Prowess in
the Middle School.”

M

In “Creating a School for Gifted
Learners: Trials and Triumphs,”
three Bloomington, Minnesota
educators share their challenging
and exhilarating experiences in
building a “school within a school”
to serve gifted middle schoolers.
Richard Cash, Julie Donaldson,
and Barbara Dullaghan were the
primary figures leading the charge
in creating Dimensions Academy on the campus of one of the
district’s already existing middle schools.
From there we turn to more specific offerings in classroom
activities for gifted middle school students in science and poetry.
Amy Germundson strives to engage students in her article,
“Igniting Potential: Engaging Gifted Learners in Science.” In a
companion piece, Kristina Doubet shares her experience reaching
underserved middle schoolers in her article, “Igniting Poetic
Passion in Traditionally Underserved Gifted Adolescents.” Both
articles contain concrete suggestions that teachers can infuse into
their own classes.
Most of our department writers focused on the middle school
years as well, with comments directed toward specific audiences:
parents, teachers, administrators, and support people. We commend them to you as well.
Finally, you will find two informational reprints:
• Meeting the Needs of High Ability and High Potential
Learners in the Middle Grades: A Joint Position Statement of
the National Middle School Association and the National
Association for Gifted Children.
• Qualities of Successful Middle School Teachers and Successful
Teachers of the Gifted by Susan Rakow in her book,
Educating gifted Students in Middle School: A Practical Guide
(please see book review on page 55).
The Spring Issue will focus on the long debated and continuing issue of identifying gifted learners. Look for it in early April
2007. Best wishes for a happy new year.

—Margaret Gosfield, Editor
C A L I F O R N I A A S S O C I AT I O N F O R T H E G I F T E D
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CALENDAR OF CONFERENCES
2007
JANUARY 18–20, 2007
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Salt Lake City Sheraton, Salt Lake City, UT
uagc.org

FEBRUARY 4–5, 2007
Illinois Association for Gifted Children
Chicago Marriott Hotel, Chicago, IL
iagcgifted.org

FEBRUARY 4–6, 2007
Minnesota Educators of the Gifted and Talented
Cragun’s Resort, Brainerd, MN
megt.org

APRIL 12–14, 2007
Montana AGATE Spring Conference
KwaTaqNuk Resort/Best Western, Polson, MT
mtagate.org/mtagcon.htm

CAG 45TH ANNUAL
CONFERENCE
Santa Clara Convention Center
March 2-4, 2007

APRIL 13–15, 2007
Beyond IQ (BIQ) Boston
Chelmsford, MA
giftedconferenceplanners.org

MAJOR AND FEATURED SPEAKERS

Barbara Clark
APRIL 18–21, 2007
Council for Exceptional Children
Kentucky International Convention Center,
Louisville, KY
http://www.cec.sped.org

California State University, Los Angeles

Marcia Gentry
Purdue University

Sandra Kaplan
University of Southern California

FEBRUARY 14–16, 2007
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APRIL 19–21, 2007
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Little Rock, AR
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Marriot Pittsburgh Center, Pittsburgh, PA
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FEBRUARY 22–23, 2007
Kentucky Association for Gifted Education

APRIL 20–22, 2007
Mensa Mind Games

Marriott Griffin Gate Hotel. Lexington, KY
wku.edu/kage

Holiday Inn Pittsburgh Airport, Pittsburgh, PA
mindgames.us.mensa.org

FEBRUARY 23, 2007
Beyond Giftedness XIV

JULY 4–8, 2007
Mensa Annual Gathering

Arvada Center for the Arts, Arvada, CO
openspacecomm.com/Conference/OSCBeyond
%20Giftedness.htm

Birmingham, AL
ag2007.org

MARK YOUR CALENDAR!

JULY 13–15, 2007
SENG (Supporting Emotional Needs of the Gifted)

For additional information and to register online :
CAGifted.org

MARCH 2–4, 2007
California Association for the Gifted
Santa Clara Convention Center & Hyatt
Hotel, Santa Clara, CA
cagifted.org

MARCH 7–9, 2007
Indiana Association for the Gifted
Sheraton Indianapolis Hotel North,
Indianapolis, IN
iag-online.org

MARCH 14–16, 2007
National Curriculum Network Conference
The College of William and Mary,
Williamsburg, VA
cfge.wm.edu/ncn.php

MARCH 15–17, 2007
New Jersey Association for Gifted Children
Westin Princetown at Forrestal Village,
Princeton, NJ
njagc.org

4

G I F T E D E D U C AT I O N C O M M U N I C AT O R W I N T E R 2 0 0 6

Maureen Neihart
Licensed Clinical Child Psychologist

Susannah Richards
East Hartford University

Judith Roseberry
Past President, CAG

Del Siegle
University of Connecticut

Philadelphia, PA
sengifted.org/conference
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National Association for Gifted Children
Minneapolis, MN
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STUDENT VOICES
By Jennifer Beaver

Roger Huang Mixes Math With Music
“To those who do not know mathematics it is difficult to get across a
real feeling as to the beauty, the deepest beauty, of nature... If you want
to learn about nature, to appreciate nature, it is necessary to understand the language that she speaks in.”
—Richard Feynman, physicist and author

S

So begins the award-winning essay of 12-year-old Roger
Huang of Pleasanton, California, chosen by the California
Association of the Gifted to receive the 2006 Nicholas Green
Distinguished Student Award. Roger is an A+ student with a
passion for math.
His participation in MATHCOUNTS, a national math
enrichment, coaching, and competition program, helped his
team garner first place in the Chapter Competition and ninth
place in the State Competition. “This competition greatly challenged us, and through the problems it gave us, it showed how
math is closely related to our daily life,” said Roger in the essay he
submitted to be considered for the Nicholas Green Award. “I love
the satisfaction of problem solving as well as appreciating the
beauty of math.” Currently in seventh grade at Harvest Park
Middle School in Pleasanton California, Roger is also studying at
Amador Valley High School in an Honors Geometry class.
Roger is thinking about his future and how his accomplishments can help others. “Richard Feynman once said ‘math is a
universal language that nature speaks,’” Roger said in his essay. “I
am good at commanding this language and I could use this to my
advantage to understand other sciences and make contributions
in those areas. I would like to be able to improve present technology, fix problems, or invent something of my own. Technology
innovations have changed the world significantly and benefited
all the people on the earth. To help humanity would be an unbelievable accomplishment. My skills could help me to do this, but
it would be something I would truly have to work hard for.”
What else is going on with this talented seventh-grader? Roger
took time out of his challenging schedule to fill us in.
Q: Tell us about your family and the places you’ve lived.
A: I’m 12 years old and live with my parents, Jason and Sherry
Huang, and my younger brother. We now live in Pleasanton but
have also lived in London, England; Toronto, Canada; and
Walnut Creek, California.
Q: What honors and awards have you received?
A: In 2005, I took second place in the 13th United States Open
Music Competition in the Class of Open Solo- 4A. In 2006, I
was chosen Student of the Month at Harvest Park. In MATHCOUNTS, I was on the first-place team and placed third individually. Last year was also when I received the Nicholas Green

Award for Distinguished Students.
Q: You’ve used a quote from Richard Feynman in the beginning
of your essay. Have you read any of his books? If so, which ones?
What was your favorite, and why?
A: I actually haven’t read any of his books, but I know he was a
great scientist. He was a joint recipient of a Nobel Prize in Physics
in 1965 for his work on quantum electrodynamics. His command over math helped him greatly in his research. I found this
quote very interesting and convincing. I have interestingly
noticed even the most important work of Edmund S. Phelps, the
recipient of Nobel Prize for economics in 2006, can be best
described using math equation.
Q: I’d like you to use your imagination for this question: You
have two days to do whatever you want. Money is no object.
What do you choose to do?
A: First I would travel to preserved and/or discovered sites or artifacts of ancient European civilizations (e.g., Greece, Rome,
Persia) using the fastest jet created. Afterward, I would take a fastpaced individual class on computer programming of a game for
the rest of the time before flying back home.
Q: You attend math classes with students who are older than you.
What is this experience like?
C A L I F O R N I A A S S O C I AT I O N F O R T H E G I F T E D
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A: Because of this, I make many new friends. I can also make
friends with people from other schools who also attend a higher
level math class. I meet many other talented people this way.
Q: Tell me about the teacher who has had the greatest impact
on you.
A: All of my teachers have had an impact on me, maybe some
more than others. However, none of them really rises above
the rest.
Q: What do you know about Nicholas Green? As the winner of a
scholarship in his name, how will you honor his memory?
A: When I think of Nicholas Green, I think of a good heart. His
death was a tragedy, but the Green family made a decision that
saved many people and made Nicholas’s life live in memory forever. As a winner of a scholarship in his name, I will do my part
to help the world.
Q: Please tell us some of your ideas for using your math and science talent to invent new things and help other people.
A: I don’t have any great ideas right now, but here are a few I consider interesting: interstellar human travel, intergalactic spacecrafts, advanced atomic transportation and rearrangement (to
rearrange atoms to create a different substance and take apart and
reassemble atoms which can lead to teleportation). These ideas
could help human knowledge and transportation greatly if done.
6
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Q: What do you like
to do when you’re not
pursuing math and
music—things you
like to do for fun?
A: I like reading,
writing, talking with
friends, playing computer games, and
sometimes playing
ping-pong, basketball, and swimming.
Q: What advice would you give other students whose talents have
outpaced those of their same-age classmates, as you did in your
math class?
A: Be helpful: when you explain a concept to your friends, you
help your friends and at the same time, you get a better understanding of the subject too. Go a little deeper in what you seem
to already know. You will then find the subject you are learning
much more interesting. ■

JENNIFER BEAVER is the Associate Editor for Parent Topics and Student Voices for Gifted
Education Communicator. She lives in Long Beach with her husband and gifted son,
where she runs her own communication service business.
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PARENT TALK
By Nancy M. Robinson

Watch Out!
Here Comes Middle School!
A NEW SCENARIO

J

Just when you thought you’d really got the hang of parent advocacy for your gifted children—forged positive partnerships with
teachers, negotiated classroom adaptations or admission to a special program that provided a decent fit for the level and pace of
their learning, found useful ways to volunteer at school that made
your kids proud of you—the rules have changed!
• Your children no longer have one main teacher, but a
whole bunch.
• Those teachers each have many more students; those who are
“doing all right” are far down the priority list.
• The accelerated options available in elementary school to qualified students have morphed into “honors” classes that are only
slightly distinguishable from regular classes, are open to everyone, and largely repeat material your children mastered previously. Your children are losing that love of school that was such
a source of pleasure.
• When you try to help, teachers regard you as just another
“pushy parent.” They look at your children, who are trying
their best to hide, and see much less ability than you do.
• Your children no longer welcome you at school. They may ask
you to drop them off a block away and don’t seem at all
pleased to see you during the day unless it’s an organized affair
when you have to be there.
• Your sons suddenly seem “too young” to handle all the new
organizational demands. Your daughters suddenly seem “too
grown up,” start caring about their appearance, popularity,
and gossip, and may even ask for makeup.
• Worst of all, your children’s priorities are changing and may do
so dramatically over the next year or so. Fitting into a peer
group abruptly wins out over self-expression. Grades may
decline. Being smart is no longer cool. One mustn’t get caught
delving deeply into assignments. Being good at sports becomes
more important, in part because those who are good at sports
may be forgiven by their peers for being smart. Those who
don’t have a talent that’s valued by their friends have to go to
great lengths to prove they don’t care. This does not make
them happy, and it certainly does not make you happy.
• The situation can be worse for girls than for boys. During the
teen years, gifted girls’ self concepts tend to take a tumble after
having been satisfyingly positive until now.
• Girls are suddenly not supposed to get answers first or to be
assertive and certainly not to put themselves forward in ways
that are OK for boys.

BUT…NOT ALL IS LOST!
Although your children are likely putting up a very good
show about how completely they have left behind their baby

selves at elementary school, in
fact, you’re still the same people, dealing with different circumstances.
Parents remain the most
important players in children’s
lives. Children really, really care
for your esteem, your support
and caring, and your friendship. They very likely feel
uncertain and uncomfortable
with the new lives they are trying to lead and are looking for
ways to re-establish the old
feelings of security, confidence, and optimism.
The rules in fact have not all changed. Your family values and
routines remain the same. Your children are still expected to do
well in school, to participate in family life, to be kind and respectful to one another, to complete their household chores, and to
maintain their honesty and integrity. Indeed, it would greatly
add to your children’s anxiety if the people they count on the
most suddenly ceased to maintain a safety zone defined by familiar boundaries and expectations. Even though your students are
putting up a good fight for more autonomy, they will be frightened and at sea if you give them too much, too fast. In some ways,
your children now need you more than ever to help them regain
an even keel when they have so much to cope with, so many questions to answer about themselves.

WHAT’S A PUZZLED PARENT TO DO?
As a parent there are a number of strategies you can use to
smooth your children’s transitions and to maintain the trajectory
of their talent development.
• It’s essential that you stay warmly engaged as a family with
your pre-teens and teenagers. They need you to include them
in activities, make time for the family to be together at meals
and in recreation (let them bring along a friend if they like),
and maintain your interest in the day-to-day events of their
lives and their feelings about them.
• At the same time, your children need gradually to assume
more independence and take responsibility for their choices.
Help them anticipate issues with allowances, video games,
text-messaging, visiting friends when parents are not home,
resisting substance use, and so on. Because they are likely to be
personally more mature than others their age, you may need
to transfer responsibility a little faster than you anticipated.
Don’t try to keep them from making errors; try to keep them
from making errors with lasting harmful effects.
C A L I F O R N I A A S S O C I AT I O N F O R T H E G I F T E D
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• Keep your expectations high—within reason—for their
investment in school and in the development of their talents.
Of course, they’re likely to slip now and again, to experiment
with starting term papers at the last minute, or not doing
homework, but keep your cool, and don’t let it go. A significant 1993 study by Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, and Whalen
(Talented Teenagers: The Roots of Success and Failure, NY:
Cambridge University Press), contrasting the families of gifted
high-schoolers who kept developing their talents versus those
who let them go, pointed to these qualities—warm engagement, encouraging independence, and high expectations—as
potent elements for those who were successful.
• Be sure your children get enough sleep and exercise.
• Let your children know how much you appreciate their
efforts, how proud you are when they try again after something doesn’t work well enough the first time. Your focus
should be on their investment, not on what they produce
except as their work and their grades reflect how hard
they’ve tried.
• Keep track of your children’s organizational skills. Middleschool students still need their parents to inspect notebooks and
back packs at least weekly, to discuss schedules for getting projects done, and so on. If all is well, this conversation will just be
an occasion to voice appreciation of their management skills.
• Teach your children how to ask for help. Many gifted youngsters have never had the experience of feeling at sea with a
concept or failing to understand something the first time.
Previous teachers may have spotted (infrequent) puzzled
expressions and stepped in right away to explain. As a
result, some students make it a point of honor not to ask
8
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•

•

•

for assistance. Bad idea! There are specific skills for asking
teachers, peers, and parents for help (e.g., being able to
identify the point at which you became confused). Provide
tutoring if needed.
Be sure your children are exposed to successful and accessible
male and female role models. These can be people in your
community, in the news, or in books.
It’s especially important for both fathers and mothers to
remind their girls how strong and competent they are— to
give them permission to be assertive self-advocates and
competitors.
Encourage your students to select one or two high quality
extracurricular activities and to follow through with them
seriously. Many students by this time will have developed a
domain of talent—a musical instrument, a sport, a hobby—
but during elementary school will not have become “that
serious” about it. Pursuit of a talent area—even if your
child will never be a star—promotes a number of very
healthy by-products:
• Finding compatible peers with similar interests and
aspirations.
• Organizing one’s time to accommodate lessons, practicing,
and competitions in addition to “everything else.”
• Encountering something difficult that feels like a brick
wall, figuring out ways to get over it or around it, and then
going on.
• Gaining the satisfactions that come with competition,
whether or not one wins the grand prize. Those who participate in teams rather than individual competitions not
only gain extra camaraderie but are likely to have the whole
school cheering for them.
• Turning skills into long-term assets. Playing an instrument
for even just a few years makes one a more enthusiastic
audience member for life; reaching a higher level can be the
foundation for adult participation forever.
Encourage your children to use summer enrichment and
acceleration opportunities, such as the classes run by the talent
search organizations. (Financial aid is usually available if needed.) These are wonderful occasions to deepen interests and to
find like-minded peers who view academic pursuits as fun!
If you are thinking of private schooling at any time, middle
school is a good choice. The opportunities for challenge and
acceleration are usually greater in high school than middle
school, but the risk of losing momentum is never greater
than now.
Finally, although surviving adolescence is likely to be more of
an up-and-down affair than were the earlier years, maintain
your own openness to your teens, your self-confidence, and
your optimism about how things will turn out. Share your
memories of what it was like to be their age and the coping
skills you developed. Let them know, too, that being a grownup—especially being their parent—can be truly satisfying. An
optimistic outlook is, indeed, the best of all possible gifts to
your gifted children. ■

NANCY M. ROBINSON, Ph.D. is Professor Emerita of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences
at the University of Washington in Seattle, WA. She is the former director of the Halbert
and Nancy Robinson Center for Young Scholars. Among her current research interests is
behavioral and family adjustment of gifted children.
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THE INNER GAME: PSYCHOLOGICAL PREPAREDNESS
By Maureen Neihart

Preparing for High Achievement:
Mental Rehearsal

T

Terry Orlick, the well known sports psychologist, once said that
when your performance falls apart, it usually falls apart in your
head first. That’s why mental rehearsal is a common performance
enhancing strategy among elite achievers. It’s the use of imagery
to mentally practice.
Mental rehearsal is thought to work by focusing attention and
lowering sensory thresholds. Reviews of the research on imagery
and performance note three robust findings:
• mental rehearsal is better than no practice at all
• mental rehearsal in combination with physical practice is more
effective than either in isolation
• mental rehearsal has greater benefits for cognitive tasks (e.g.
concentration, focus, confidence) than for motor tasks.
A simple way to introduce students to the concept of mental
rehearsal as an achievement tool is to ask them to describe what
their ideal performance might look like. For instance, what would
your performance look like if you studied well? If you could play
your musical instrument as well as you’d like? If you skied a great
run? Ask students to imagine they’re watching a video recording
of themselves giving a great performance at anything they’d like
to be able to repeat. What do they see?

HEADLINE ILLUSTRATION BY JON PEARSON

HOW DO WE TEACH MENTAL REHEARSAL?
Begin with a picture in mind. Ask your students to think
about what it is that they want to improve. Each of
us is most motivated to give our best effort in the
things that interest us most, so begin there. What do
they really like to do? What is it that they most want
to improve?
Invite them to recall a time when they gave what
for them was a great performance. What did it look
like? Ask them for details, especially sensory details.
Adding details of color, sounds specific to their performance situation, and all the surrounding environmental features that typify their particular performance situation will increase the effectiveness of their
mental rehearsal.
Mia, a talented fourth grader with ADHD, is inconsistent
with her homework. There are days when she completes all of it
and makes a good effort, but more often are the days when her
work is incomplete. She often starts, but doesn’t finish.
When Mia is asked to think about her “best homework performance,” she bites her lip and takes a moment to reflect. Then
she brightens as she recalls a night not too long ago when she got
all her math homework done in record time. Asked to pretend

that we have a video recording of herself giving that “performance,” Mia says that she was seated at the dining room table with
only her math book, her pencil, and a piece of paper. Her father
was in the next room, fixing dinner, and her mother and siblings
weren’t home yet. There was a television program that she really
wanted to watch, so she had a timer set for twenty minutes in
front of her because she needed to finish the work in that amount
of time in order to watch her program. When she finished before
the timer, her father checked her work and she remembers smiling because all her answers were correct.
As she talked about it, Mia said that she thought that having
a timer and a deadline—something interesting to get to next—
helped her to keep her focus. She also thought it helped that her
siblings weren’t around. “When they’re around they’re noisy, and
I can’t think.”
Mia was encouraged to try repeating the components of that
“great performance.” The next time she did her homework she
would:
• work with a deadline and a timer
• work alone without any distractions and keep just the work
she’s attending to in front of her
• work toward some reward that she can earn quickly
• have a parent check her work before she turns it in
By remembering what her best performances look like, Mia
can learn to repeat her best achievements by recreating the same scenario. She won’t always be successful because she’s young. Learning to image vividly
and to control those images takes time and practice.
The popular saying, “think positive” is supported by the research on imagery and mental rehearsal.
Like other mental skills, it improves with practice.
Students shouldn’t begin using this skill two days
before a high stakes evaluation or an important
competition. Since mastery is a matter of practice,
the more opportunities you create for your students
to practice, the better they will become at it. ■

ADDITIONAL RESOURCE:
Ungerleider, S. (2005). Mental training for peak performance.
London: Rodale.

MAUREEN NEIHART, Psy.D. is a licensed clinical child psychologist in Laurel, Montana.
She has worked as a secondary teacher, a school counselor, and a coordinator of gifted programs. Her special interests include children at risk and violent youth.
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ADMINISTRATOR TALK
By Carolyn R. Cooper

A Call to Action in Our Middle Schools:
The Value-Added Benefit of Highly-Qualified Teachers of Gifted Students

T

Those of us administrators who have taught junior high recall
how different from each other only a class of early adolescents
could be. Tall, short, chunky, wispy, and in between—a single
class looked more like a cross-section of the entire school than a
group of kids the same age.
In my math class of 36 eighth-graders, the tallest balanced
their desks on their knees while others the size of third-graders, it
seemed, were swallowed up by their desks and barely visible.
Some of them were “OK” students; others struggled, succeeding
occasionally. Some were gifted mathematically, although our district made no such distinction.
The atmosphere of the classroom to which I “traveled” to meet
this class at 11:08 each morning was rigid and punitive. The
teacher whose homeroom we used considered us invaders. She
demanded that her fastidiously square-cornered stacks of math
paper be left that way—and chalkboards? Wiped clean with no
trace of use! She required that desks be left in a 180· line, and
nothing was to be deposited in “her” trashcan. Get the picture?
The schedule, that sacred cow of secondary schools, also threatened our success together. Halfway through the class period we
broke for lunch and then returned for the remainder of class. Want
a challenge? Try making a meaningful transition from what you
were explaining before lunch with 36 always-hungry young adolescents who have just consumed every morsel of food they could
scavenge and are psyched from socializing with their friends.
Unfortunately, another generation of youngsters had to endure the
flaws in this highly-standardized, quasi-robotic, one-size-fits-all
pre-high school before the middle school concept emerged.

IS MIDDLE SCHOOL BETTER? HOW CAN WE BE SURE?
The glaring omission in the junior high described above is that
neither its philosophy nor its instructional practice was designed to
educate young adolescents; the model was designed for high school
students. At the time, we had a limited understanding of the
young adolescent, and in many of America’s school districts, this
10
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model of schooling followed elementary schools automatically.
History would show it to be a gross error in educators’ judgment
regarding the academic environment needed for youngsters experiencing new and bewildering physical, social, and emotional
changes in their personal lives. In contrast, the middle school philosophy addressed these issues head on and shifted the educational community into high gear. No more could the lock-step regimen of one-size-fits-all curricula be defended. Change was needed in a big way.
What makes middle school a better fit for young adolescents
generally and for gifted students in particular? In the best middle
schools, the answer is “just about everything.” Administrators,
staff, students, and parents have committed themselves and their
modus operandi to change, and are continually improving what
they’ve created.

COMMITMENT TO CHANGE
Whereas the old junior high rarely encouraged students’ individual abilities to emerge, the effective middle school, which values learner differences, actively embraces learners with advanced
abilities or remarkable potential. Administrators and staff of successful middle schools understand these exceptional students are
at risk if appropriate curricula and opportunities to extend their
learning beyond the required objectives are not central to the
teaching philosophy. Additionally, by challenging the gifts and
talents (abilities) of their gifted students, teachers look for ways to
elevate instruction for their other students, also. We administrators recognize this as “more bang for the buck” and a value-added
benefit, as well.
How can we administrators be sure our middle schools are better for young adolescents? Several curricular components can help
us decide. Two are noted here. Middle school philosophy incorporates what we now know about this special population of
youngsters. We know, for instance, that students this age manage
some of their fears about the personal changes they are experienc-

*GEComm Winter 06 1-22.qxd

12/11/06

4:18 PM

Page 11

ing by talking; many, it seems, never stop chattering! And, thanks
to the advent of cell phones, IPODs, and instant messages, kids
are talking more than ever. Thus, it makes eminent sense that the
entire middle school curriculum emphasizes communication skills
of various types. While we aren’t naive enough to think that they
will use the standard English we teach to them with their friends,
we must equip our students with high-quality communication
skills, nonetheless. The day will come when many, if not all, of
these young people will need these skills to navigate certain reallife situations intelligently. How does your school and/or district
rank on this component?
Change also means emphasizing problem solving that requires
higher-level thinking ability and effective decision-making. To
middle school students, changes in their personal lives are seriously problematic. The defensible middle school curriculum accommodates these needs economically by integrating problem-solving
into all disciplines.
Critics of the middle school philosophy and curriculum often
complain that problem-solving skills are “fluff ” and aren’t sufficiently academic to warrant a place in the curriculum. Far from
frivolous, high-quality problem-solving is a distinct, disciplined
process that engages students in the critical dissection of moral
dilemmas, analysis of political problems, and the reasoned forecasting of outcomes of various options for resolving a situation. It
follows that the problems must be relevant to their world and genuinely purposeful. In no manner should problem-solving be fluff.
Teaching students how to solve the problems in their lives is, without question, one of the non-negotiables of an education. To what
degree do you see problem solving of this caliber in your district?

NEED FOR FLEXIBILITY
Essential curricular characteristics also help administrators
evaluate the quality of their middle schools. Researchers agree
that flexibility must characterize education at this level—flexible
curriculum structures, flexible grouping, and flexibility of student

options (e.g., choosing among alternative tasks to achieve a goal,
conducting experiments to test a hypothesis, working independently). Critics unaccustomed to students’ having options (onesize-fits-all curricula don’t offer options) often find any mention
of flexibility disturbing; they claim the district is allowing the
middle school to be “a playground, where students may do whatever they wish because there are no rules.” In how many board
meetings have I heard that? Again, we need to continually show
our parents and non-parent taxpayers what flexibility means at
the middle school to disprove our critics’ contention that students
only play there.
Effective middle schools use a spiral curriculum to help students study a concept from different perspectives. The world’s
“big ideas” are not simple. To understand them and the people
who support or refute them, students must become well-versed in
the roles of cause-effect, mitigating circumstances, the politics of
implementing or defeating an idea, and the economic impact
either action will have, among others. Thus, major concepts must
be re-visited in every discipline but presented differently in each
to give students other perspectives of those concepts.
This curriculum also needs to be integrated with multidisciplinary teaching teams using thematic units, various modes of creative expression, and offering options for students to explore their
individual talents. One can readily see now why bright, talented
students flourish in highly-effective middle schools: Implicit in an
integrated curriculum is its sine qua non, qualitative differentiation of teaching and learning through ability grouping of academic
peers instead of only their age-mates who may not be their intellectual or academic actual peers at all.
Differentiating instruction by grouping for optimal results for
all students requires teachers to receive specialized training in
working with high-ability, high-potential students.
Administrators have an obligation to provide this training to all
teachers charged with providing the appropriately-challenging
educational experiences their advanced students require. (I have
C A L I F O R N I A A S S O C I AT I O N F O R T H E G I F T E D
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seen systematic training required
of every teacher in the building
and then phased in training over
three years as teachers indicated
their readiness for it. Results were
very positive!)
Educating bright students is
not an “it would be nice if we had
time” matter; it is a moral obligation to raise the performance bar
for these youngsters by employing
the elements outlined above. The
national standards for gifted education—similar to those for
math, reading, science, social studies, and others—list requirements and provide examples of both minimal and exemplary
implementation.

A CALL TO ACTION FOR ADMINISTRATORS
A common problem of some middle schools is that heterogeneity overrides the emergence of individual talents. Advanced
students sink into oblivion akin to the old junior high setting in
which individual abilities were seldom encouraged. A related
concern is that few, if any, staff members have been trained to recognize the many forms of giftedness and high potential so do not
have the necessary professional preparation to teach gifted students at all.
These teachers are unaware of the large body of knowledge
about teaching gifted students. Given NCLB’s requirement of
highly-qualified teachers, the need is absolutely critical for middle school teachers to be trained and become intimately familiar
with gifted education’s literature, its instructional methods,
research strategies, appropriate materials, and assessment tech-

niques. At the very least, our teachers must learn and apply the
principles of differentiated education; the national standards
published by the National Association for Gifted Children
(NAGC, 2001); and the joint Position Statement of NAGC and
National Middle School Association (NMSA, 2004), all basic
requirements for working effectively with students of high ability
or high potential.
Consider the unique needs of our young adolescents together
with the critical curricular issues reflecting these needs. Pieces are
still missing from middle school education in some districts. We
who bear much of the responsibility for coaching these students to
become productive human beings know that our most capable
students’ performance cannot be merely proficient. “Schools are
the primary pathway in our society to equality of opportunity
[and]…the mechanism through which we train individual human
minds to function at peak levels—and, thus, to collectively scale
new heights as a nation” (Carol Ann Tomlinson, Education Week,
Nov. 6, 2002). A Call to Action for Administrators seems fitting.
The accompanying Call to Action identifies specific steps we
administrators need to take to make our middle schools what
they should be. These actions, aligned with their anticipated outcomes, constitute a roadmap to guide us in strengthening our
middle schools—even the most effective ones. We will have
arrived at our destination when our schools are places in which all
our students grow academically and our high-ability and highpotential students flourish as they should. ■
CAROLYN R. COOPER, Ph.D., is a retired assistant superintendent and served as the specialist in gifted and talented education with the Maryland State Department of
Education for several years. A seasoned district-level coordinator of gifted education,
she is active in the National Association for Gifted Children and consults with school districts and other organizations on educating gifted and talented youngsters.

A CALL TO ACTION FOR ADMINISTRATORS
Administrative Action

12

Anticipated Outcome

Develop a policy addressing the district’s responsibility to educate its high-ability and high-potential middle school students in accordance with the national standards for gifted education.

Board of education approves policy; sets date and conditions for implementation.

Develop a written plan that consolidates and implements all district policies relating to the
education of high-ability and high-potential middle school students.

Plan becomes a “roadmap” that school personnel, parents, and community understand.

Provide leadership to create a school climate that encourages individual ability.

Vigorous support of equity and excellence by district and school administrators is readily
apparent.

Require and provide systematic teacher training in differentiated instruction.

All students’ learning needs are met appropriately.

Develop and implement an appropriate, flexible system for identifying high-ability learners
from diverse populations.

High-ability students often overlooked are identified for service(s) and challenged appropriately with others of similar ability in given disciplines.

Encourage strong collaboration among teachers and support personnel.

Appropriate (research-based) services for high-ability and high-potential students are offered
across disciplines.

Provide a continuum of defensible services—differentiation, grouping of intellectual and/or academic peers, advanced classes, acceleration, seminars, opportunities for independent research,
mentorships—matched to the varied needs of high-potential and high-ability students.

High-potential and high-ability students are challenged according to their individual
strengths.

Provide counseling services unique to advanced middle-school students.

Students’ unique social-emotional needs are understood and nurtured by staff.
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Gifts of
Language
Diversity:
Building Educational
Aspirations with
Latino Students in
Middle School
By Todd Kettler, Alexandra Shiu,
& Susan K. Johnsen

E

Edgar entered seventh grade in a central Texas middle school
speaking very little English. He had recently moved from southern Mexico to the central Texas area and now found himself in a
school where English was the language of instruction.
Fortunately, the school had a newcomer center for students like
Edgar. He had an opportunity to learn English through an intensive language instruction program, but more importantly, Edgar
found a group of friends with whom he could relate. The year
progressed as did Edgar’s use of English. He was spending half his
days in English language classes by mid-term, and his teachers
assured his parents that he was on his way to full participation in
the regular English language curriculum. Edgar’s year ended with
six weeks of full inclusion in English speaking classes. He was on
the verge of leaving the English Language Learner program at the
school. The English speaking classes were by no means easy for
Edgar, but they were manageable. He made mostly Cs, and grew
closer to his fellow newcomer friends when his obvious language

barrier separated him from his English-speaking peers.
Summer vacation was a welcome relief for Edgar. He returned
to Mexico with his mother and three younger siblings. He
enjoyed the comfort of familiar surroundings, family, and his
native language. He played soccer with old friends, went to work
with his grandfather, and read several books from his uncle’s collection. But August arrived and so did the long bus ride back to
central Texas, Edgar’s reluctant home.
Edgar and his family returned to their house in central Texas
and found a message from the school. The Spanish teacher at the
school left the message asking for Edgar and his parents to meet
with her and the principal to consider Edgar’s participation in a
special program for students with advanced skills in Spanish.
Edgar himself called back to the school and replied that he and
his mother could come right away to discuss the special program.
Within the week, Edgar was registered to take Advanced
Placement (AP) Spanish Language. No one in Edgar’s family
C A L I F O R N I A A S S O C I AT I O N F O R T H E G I F T E D
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knew what AP meant; no one had ever heard of the College
Board. But when Mrs. Flote said, “We believe that your advanced
skill in Spanish is a gift that needs to be nurtured,” Edgar was
sold. When Principal Ingram told Edgar and his mother that the
special program would give Edgar and students like him a jump
start on college, Edgar’s mother fought through her emotions and
encouraged her son to participate. Prior to that day, college
seemed an unattainable goal; it was rarely talked about for fear of
expectation. More pointedly, it was rarely talked about because no
one in the family knew anything about how to get there.
The middle school years are a crucial time in the lives of students. These years lay the foundation for students to learn more
about themselves, select close friends, and form educational aspirations for the future. A sense of belonging, or how connected
and accepted students feel in terms of relationships with peers
and school personnel, plays a role in school engagement as measured by their attendance, participation in school activities, and
effort in the learning process. Furthermore, middle school years
are a sensitive period in which this sense of belonging at school is
formed, or in some cases not formed (Osterman, 2000). By the
time students reach ninth grade, they feel most vulnerable to risky
behavior (Boyd & Tashakkori, 1994). Therefore, intervention
programs in middle school can have significant influence on stu14
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dent’s sense of belonging at school and ultimately for long-term
educational aspirations. The impact of middle school interventions for students like Edgar is even more important because of
the natural barriers that are formed due to his language diversity.
Latino students make up the most rapidly growing minority
group of students in American schools, and their achievement
continues to fall short of the achievement levels of peers in other
racial or ethnic groups. Latino students who are English language
learners are particularly susceptible to achievement gaps, lower
graduation rates, and are among the least likely students in
American schools to go to post-secondary education (Gándara,
O’Hara, & Gutiérrez, 2004). Latino students are often underrepresented in gifted education programs as well (Worrell, Szarko, &
Gabelko, 2001). They frequently lack knowledge about college as
a post-secondary option, and students from Mexico have the lowest college aspirations among the Latino population living in the
United States (Kao & Tienda, 1998). Furthermore, for Latino
students who do decide to pursue higher education, the majority
do not achieve their aspirations of a college degree and enter the
job marketplace undereducated and unskilled (Gándara, 1995).
The AP Spanish for Middle School program is an intervention
designed to increase a sense of belonging and educational aspirations for middle school students whose home language is Spanish.
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The program is founded upon the idea that language diversity can be
considered a strength on which to build rather than a risk factor on
which to remediate. The Waco Independent School District
(WISD) in Waco, Texas began its program in 2002 and became
part of a Texas statewide AP Incentive grant in 2003. More than
150 Latino students in WISD have participated in the program
by taking Advanced Placement (AP) Spanish Language during
the eighth grade year. The following provides an overview of the
program, results from program evaluation, and suggestions for
program replication.

AP SPANISH IN A MIDDLE SCHOOL PROGRAM
What if we could change the way students and educators think
about language diversity? What if our middle school treated
advanced skills in Spanish similar to advanced skills in mathematics: students who are really good at it get a cool label and then get
placed together in advanced courses to further achieve in the subject. Wait a minute; could a student in eighth grade really be successful on the AP Spanish Language examination? Those are the
questions that were tossed around the curriculum department
when AP Spanish in middle school surfaced as a possibility. When
the initial brainstorming excitement wore down, the educators in
the room had a somber realization: perhaps answers to these questions could have implications beyond earning college credits on
the AP exam. What if a program like this could fundamentally
change a middle school student’s belief about himself and his ability to excel through high school and earn a college degree?
The program began with ten students at one middle school.
There was no budget. There were no textbooks. The Spanish
teacher had never had a day of College Board training for
Advanced Placement curriculum and instruction. The AP
Program director and the principal gave her a copy of the College
Board’s course description for AP Spanish Language,
apcentral.collegeboard.com, and a brief description of the
vision. The teacher and her ten students were off and running.
The class was difficult and the pace was faster than any other class
in middle school. The teacher’s only conception of Advanced
Placement included “college level instruction,” and as nebulous as
it sounded, that is what she tried. Had any of the ten students
understood the practice of schedule changes, the exodus may have
begun. At the first follow-up with administrators, the teacher very
calmly said, “These students are smart. I believe they can do it.”
All ten students were still there in May when AP examinations
rolled around. The middle school had never administered AP
exams or even applied for a College Board campus number, so the
students had to walk to the high school on the morning of the AP
exam. Seven out of the ten students earned scores of three or
higher on the exam, including four students who earned scores of
four. No student scored a one on the exam. That answered one
question. Yes, eighth grade students can be successful on an AP
Spanish examination. In this case, they were successful in spite of
the lack of instructional resources and teacher training.
Years two and three included grant money and training from
the Texas Education Agency. The principal at a neighboring middle school asked to have the program at her school, also, and by
year three, so had two other middle school principals. By the fall
of 2004, four of the district’s seven middle schools were offering
AP Spanish Language to eighth grade Latino students who

demonstrated moderate competency in the language. The annual
program enrollment numbers had grown to approximately 75
students per year. Since the program’s inception in WISD, every
student enrolled in the program has taken the AP exam for
Spanish Language, and 79% of the students taking the exam
earned scores of three or higher. Approximately 10% of the eighth
grade students in the program have earned College Board’s highest possible score of five on the exam.

BUILDING ASPIRATIONS
Success on the AP exam is only part of the story. This program
was founded upon a vision of building educational aspirations for
Latino middle school students who are native Spanish speakers.
The goal of the statewide initiative was to promote student success, develop self-confidence, and support academic aspirations
among an at-risk student population (Fierro-Treviño, Pérez, &
Kettler, 2005). A detailed program evaluation study (Kettler,
Shiu, & Johnsen, 2006a) examined progress toward these goals
and the overall vision of giving students tools to succeed.
The Kettler, Shiu, and Johnsen (2006a) study focused on two
factors that had an impact on Latino students’ school aspirations
and self-efficacy: sense of belonging at school and composition of
the students’ peer group. Students who participated in the AP
Spanish program held higher college aspirations and were more
involved in academic activities than a similar comparison group.
Additionally, students who participated in the program were
more likely to have friends who felt that good grades were important than students in a comparable comparison group. The study
also found that Latino students taking part in the AP Spanish
Middle School program not only held higher educational aspirations but also expressed confidence in their future academic
involvement (Kettler, Shiu, & Johnsen, 2006a).
In a second evaluation study, Kettler, Shiu, and Johnsen (2006b)
examined the course-taking patterns of program participants after
they reached high school. Course-taking patterns were studied for
a group of 55 program participants attending Waco ISD high
schools as freshmen. Of the 55 ninth graders in the study, 54 of
them were taking at least one Pre-AP or “college preparatory” class
(98.2%). Of that group of 54 students, 37 (67.3%) were taking
three or more Pre-AP or “college preparatory classes” during the
freshman year in high school. In addition to the Pre-AP courses,
18 of the 55 students in the study (32.7%) were taking Advanced
Placement Human Geography. That class is the only AP course
offered to freshmen in Waco ISD. While 14.6 percent of the total
freshman class enrolled in this course (162 out of 1,110 total freshman), 32.7 percent of the students from the AP Spanish Middle
School program enrolled in the AP course that was available. Thus,
the students in the AP Spanish intervention group were more likely than the general freshman population to take the AP Human
Geography course (Kettler, Shiu, & Johnsen, 2006b).
These two evaluation studies provide answers to some of the
other questions that formed the vision of the program. Yes, participation in an AP Spanish middle school program can raise educational aspirations as evidenced by student responses about their
sense of belonging at school, educational aspirations, and selection of a peer group (Kettler, Shiu, & Johnsen, 2006a). Yes, the
results are sustainable into high school as evidenced by course taking patterns of students in the program (Kettler, Shiu, & Johnsen,
C A L I F O R N I A A S S O C I AT I O N F O R T H E G I F T E D

15

ity

*GEComm Winter 06 1-22.qxd

12/11/06

4:18 PM

Page 16

2006b). Perhaps the biggest questions are yet to be answered
about the students’ long-term success in post-secondary education; the original ten students are currently in their senior year.

IMPLEMENTATION SUGGESTIONS
Waco ISD did not originate the idea for this program, and neither did they perfect it. They did, however, act on the belief that
middle school is the critical time to intervene for Latino students
whose most obvious gifts may be their native language skills.
Language diversity can be a benefit or a risk factor, and the critical difference rests in the school climate and practices that embed
such labels, whether consciously or unconsciously. Anecdotal stories abound of ways these students were honored for their gifts of
diversity. They founded and participated in Spanish clubs, and
they partnered with a local university chapter of international students for tutorials. They took field trips to visit college campuses,
and they provided translation services for a local non-profit
organization. Their pictures were displayed on school bulletin
boards because they were a new wave of gifted students despite
the fact that they were also among the most at-risk.
After that initial year, AP teacher training through College Board
summer institutes has been a critical component of success.
Additionally, the middle school teachers in the Waco program work
closely with the high school AP Spanish teachers to plan and align
curriculum and share resources.
Identifying qualified students for the program occasionally
seemed like a concern. Teachers and program directors in Waco
began with the list of students whose home language was on
record as Spanish. From that list they examined scores for sources
such as state tests (Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skill) and
testing done through the English Language Learner program.
Ideal and potential candidates were invited to informational
meetings. There was no magic formula used to determine who
could or could not participate, and program records reveal that
no student who asked to participate and spoke Spanish as a first
language was ever turned away.
The results of this project taking place during the critical middle school years in the lives of Latino English language learners
offers a pathway for success. Students’ sense of belonging at
school matters. Students’ beliefs about their chances at school
success matter. Facilitating positive peer groups to build on these
two ideas can work, and the AP Spanish program for middle
school is an example of a successful intervention.
Edgar completed the middle school program for AP Spanish
Language, and he made a five on the AP exam. He enrolled in AP
Human Geography as a high school freshman, AP World History as
a sophomore, and he even dared to take Pre-AP English, even
though he was only one full year removed from the newcomers’ center. He is still in high school today and stands to be the first person
from his family to attend college. He hopes to be a doctor someday.
Technically, Edgar never met the school’s definition of gifted and talented, but in his interview that was never brought up. ■
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Growing Up Too Fast—and Gifted
By Sylvia Rimm

A

Advocate parents and educators who recognize gifted children’s
need for challenge and acceleration are too often greeted by those
who say something like, “don’t push your child” or “what’s the
hurry?” Schools seem anxious to set limits on academic advancement of gifted children. Parents and educators alike are hesitant
about saying, “no” to children’s requests for social acceleration.
Requests to date early, dress in sexually suggestive clothes, attend
parties where alcohol is available, or join with friends of dubious
reputation may be allowed by adults in the name of fitting in and
social success. Ironically, the limits for academic acceleration and
the push for social acceleration are rooted in the same parent/educator worry that children won’t accept peers that are different.

THE SURVEY
I surveyed 5,400 students from grades three through eight,
and met with almost 400 of the children in focus groups.
Approximately half of the students were in gifted programs. My
goal was to determine the issues and anxieties that were at the
forefront of the thinking of middle schoolers. (Keep in mind that
many schools define the grade levels for “middle school” quite
differently.) Perhaps you won’t be surprised to find that popularity ranked highest, tied only with terrorism, as the most frequent-

ly selected worry for both regular and gifted program students.
There was no significant difference between the two groups in
their anxieties related to popularity with either the same or opposite sex friends. Furthermore, students in focus groups reminded
me repeatedly that they were feeling pressured to dress with particular labels, not study too hard, be thin, or abandon old friends
to be included in the popular crowd. Some told of rejection by
best friends or frustrations because parents wouldn’t buy the
clothes that would permit them to be included, while others complained that the popular students sometimes manipulated teachers. In some schools, the popular students were described as bullies, while at other schools, students viewed them as really nice
kids who were very powerful, but with whom they wished to
emulate or be friends. The focus groups were certain that their
parents couldn’t have experienced similar pressures when they
were growing up.
“Parents can’t remember when they were our age. They try
their best, but it’s so long ago. They don’t remember how hard it
is to make friends and fit in.” (5th-grade-girl)

BENCHMARKS FOR GROWING UP TOO FAST
Adolescence, the path from childhood to adulthood, is marked
C A L I F O R N I A A S S O C I AT I O N F O R T H E G I F T E D
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• What grade were you in when you worried about being popular with the opposite sex?

• What grade were you in when you first saw a sex scene in a magazine, movie,
or on TV?

• What grade were you in when you thought your parents didn’t understand you?

• What grade were you in when you first kissed someone sensually?

• What grade were you in when you first started dating?

• What grade were you in when you first had oral sex?

• What grade were you in when you drank alcohol at parties?

• What grade were you in when you talked with others about homosexuality?

• What grade were you in when you tried drugs?

• What grade were you in when you first had sexual intercourse?

MATCHING FACTS AND QUOTATIONS FOR GROWING UP TOO FAST SURVEY QUESTIONS
* Data and quotations are from Growing
Up Too Fast, except where other sources are
referenced.
1. Popularity: By 4th grade, 17.5 % of the
children worried a lot about being popular
with the opposite sex. Slightly more boys worried more about being popular with girls than
girls with boys, which is not developmentally
typical.
The popular people are the classifiers. They walk
around the school and put scorn on you if they see
you as unfit to be talked to. They either insult
you or turn up their noses and walk away. (7thgrade boy)
2. Parent Understanding: By 5th grade,
20% worried a lot that their parents didn’t
understand them.
My parents won’t listen to me. My dad thinks I
should be treated differently just because I’m a
kid. I want the same treatment as my parents.
He says, “I’m the adult here and I should be
treated differently because I’m older.” I don’t
agree. (5th-grade boy)
3. Dating: By 5th grade, some students
reported dating.
Some girls in my grade have boyfriends. They
talk to each other in school and go on dates to
movies. Sometimes they go in groups, and sometimes it’s one girl and one boy. Some girls had

boyfriends in third grade. (5th-grade girl)
4. Alcohol: By 5th grade, 6.4% of kids indicated they had drunk beer in the previous year
and 13% were worried about peer pressure to
drink alcohol. By grades 6-8, 37% indicated
they’d used alcohol during the previous year
(PRIDE Surveys, October 2, 2003).
I have a friend who brags that she can chug a Bloody
Mary in less than 10 seconds. (7th-grade girl)
5. Drugs: By 6th – 8th grade (middle
school), 15% indicated they had used illicit
drugs, and in 5th grade, 11% were worried
about peer pressure to try drugs. (PRIDE
Surveys for drugs).
In my apartment house, a couple of kids get high
on drugs. I try and stay away from them. They try
to get us good kids to buy drugs. (5th-grade boy)
6. Sex Scenes: In 2000, the National Center
for Missing and Exploited Children reported
that 25% of children had unwanted exposure
via the Internet to pictures of naked people or
people having sex (Crimes against Children
Research Center (June 2000)).
We knew as much about sex in second grade as
our parents knew in middle school. We know
everything about sex now because we’ve seen it all
on television and the Internet. (6th-grade girl)
7. Kissing: By 6th grade, kids reported seeing
kissing around them in school.

Kids play truth or dare on the bus. The boys dare
the girls to sit on their laps and play pony so boys
can feel girls on their penises. Some kids dared a
boy to kiss a girl on the bus, and he kissed her on
her you-know-where [breasts] in front of everyone.
Those kids got into big trouble. (6th-grade girl)
8. Oral Sex: Parents of middle schoolers indicated that by 7th and 8th grade, there were
rainbow or oral sex parties. Kids say it isn’t
“real sex” and believe it’s safer than sexual
intercourse.
9. Homosexuality: “Gay” is used as the worst
insult or bullying word. Homosexuality is not
part of the curriculum in most middle schools
today. School boards avoid the controversy.
Robert called me gay because I wouldn’t tell him
who I liked. So I just finally told him I liked the
hottest girl in our class, and then he stopped calling me gay. (7th-grade boy)
10. Sexual Intercourse: Child Trends
Research Group found that 16% of girls and
20% of boys reported having sexual intercourse by age 14 (8th grade) (Painter, 2002).
We all like girls. We learn about everything
from the movies and try out the sex we see.
(5th-grade boy)

FIGURE 1

by familiar benchmarks, including physical and sexual maturity,
pushing of adult limits in the name of independence, and interest in the opposite sex. In the generation of the parents of today’s
middle schoolers, these turning points tended to begin in 7th, 8th
and 9th grade for most children, or a little earlier or later for some.
For today’s middle schoolers, physical maturity may begin earlier,
and adolescent-like rebellion and interest in and involvement with
the opposite sex often begin much earlier.
Answer the brief survey in the box [above] to recall when
you experienced activities that some middle schoolers are experiencing today.
18
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Psychologist Erik Erikson referred to middle childhood as the
developmental stage of building competencies and confidence
and as a time when children eagerly learned skills from their parents and teachers. If adolescence begins earlier than it previously
did, it steals precious time from middle childhood, thus making
it much more difficult for parents and teachers to teach children
important foundational skills.
Figure 1 allows you to compares your answers for the brief survey with data and quotations from students in the study. (Note
that throughout this article the data in all figures represent the
results from the entire sample. Quotations from students came
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HOW SIMILAR ARE GIFTED PROGRAM STUDENTS?
Characteristics Selected By Gifted Students to Describe Themselves That Were NOT
Significantly Different from The Selections of Regular Program Students
Characteristic

%

Kind
Athletic
Funny
Cool
Risk Taker
Very Social
Chatterbox
Sweet
Popular
Good Little Girl or Boy
Beautiful
Sensitive
Secure
Modest
Shy
Quiet
Fashion Leader
Troublemaker
Bossy
Lonely

62
62
62
47
41
41
37
36
32
32
27
26
22
22
20
19
15
13
11
6

HOW DIFFERENT ARE GIFTED PROGRAM STUDENTS?*
Characteristics
Smart
Gifted
Creative
Talented
Happy
Hard Worker
Confident
Special
Independent
Leader
Different
Courageous
Strong-willed
Brainy
Bookworm
Emotional
Adult-like
Perfectionistic
Persistent
Tomboy
Self-critical
Nerdy
Mean

Gifted Program
%
77
71
68
66
66
60
52
43
42
40
40
34
32
29
27
26
26
22
22
17
15
5
2

Regular Program
%
59
38
59
54
63
54
46
34
37
30
33
30
27
15
18
22
22
16
17
14
13
2
3

*Characteristics listed show statistically significant differences between the selections
made by gifted and regular program students.

FIGURE 2

FIGURE 3

from the focus groups.) While you undoubtedly recognize that
times have changed, I expect you’ll find in these research facts and
words by middle school children that exposures for middle grade
students today are more like what you experienced in high school,
college, and sometimes not until adulthood.

nificant number of students in gifted programs didn’t describe
themselves as gifted, and a significant number of students who
weren’t in programming did check these high-abilitycategories.
Other differences between gifted program and regular students
were in expected directions, but weren’t nearly as different as is
often assumed by parents and teachers.
Most of the gifted program students expressed worries similar
to the regular students (see figure 4). This should alert parents to
being sensitive to the social pressures their children may be experiencing. Gifted program students aren’t exempt from worries
about popularity, the right clothes, or being overweight. Neither
do they show differences related to parenting or teachers not
understanding them. Contrary to typical assumptions, they don’t
worry more about acne than regular program students. Because
middle school children are often secretive, they may not confide
to parents about the pressures they feel, particularly since almost
one quarter of gifted and regular students indicated they worried
a lot about their parents not understanding them.
Figure 5 lists those concerns that were less worrisome for gifted than for regular program students. They were somewhat less
worried about appearance, confidence, and intelligence. Fewer
indicated concerns about peer pressures to try alcohol or drugs.
Consider, however, that for those where fewer claimed worries,
there were still sizeable numbers with concerns. You may remem-

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES FOR REGULAR AND GIFTED
PROGRAM STUDENTS
Students were asked to check any of a list of 50 characteristics
they believed described themselves best. Figure 2 includes characteristics that weren’t significantly different for the two groups
(that is, similar numbers of students from both categories checked
those characteristics). Numbers represent the percent of gifted
students who described themselves with those terms. Surprisingly,
gifted students viewed themselves as athletic, cool, beautiful, popular, and social to the same extent as regular students did. Despite
stereotypes to the contrary, the students’ responses suggested that
there weren’t more gifted chatterboxes or more who were bossy,
sensitive, or lonely.
Figure 3 shows the characteristics that were chosen significantly more frequently by those in gifted programming, except
“mean,” which was chosen significantly less. Gifted program students chose the characteristics related to ability more than regular
students (smart, gifted, creative, talented), but notice that a sig-
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ber some similar anxieties when you were in junior high school,
but it’s likely that your junior high school began in 7th grade and
not in 4th or 5th grade where some middle schools and these
worries begin today.

HOW PARENTS AND TEACHERS CAN HELP WITH
STUDENTS’ WORRIES

There’s some good news in the study that shows some real
advantages for gifted program students as they look toward the
future. Not only were they more likely to expect their education
to go beyond a four-year-degree program (58% compared to
44%), but they were also significantly more likely to believe they
would grow up to be happy (56% compared to 51%) and significantly less likely to be afraid about growing up (8% compared to
11%). Priorities for their futures were also different. Gifted program students were more likely to set priorities for happy family
lives, making the world a better place, and having creative and
challenging jobs and happy personal lives. Regular program students were more likely to set priorities for earning a lot of money,
having a good reputation in the community, and becoming
famous. These choices support the altruism that’s often attributed
to gifted children.

The data suggested three factors that may decrease the anxieties that middle school students experience. First, students who
viewed themselves as above average in intelligence tended to experience fewer anxieties than those who considered themselves average or below average. There were also some differences between
the above-average intelligence groups. Those who described
themselves as far above average were worried about being bullied,
being lonely, not being pretty enough, and not having enough
self-confidence. More were also worried about teachers, parents,
and friends not understanding them. However, compared to students who believed they had average or below-average intelligence, fewer indicated worries. So of the five categories of intelligence students could choose, those who chose somewhat above
average indicated having fewest anxieties.
The second factor that reduced student social worries was
above-average family relationships. (Students rated their family
relationships on a one-to-five scale. I characterized scores of 4 or
5 as “above average,” 3 as “average,” and 1 or 2 as “below average.”) Throughout the study, above-average family relationships

WHAT WORRIES ARE SIMILAR FOR GIFTED AND REGULAR PROGRAM STUDENTS?

WHAT WORRIES ARE DIFFERENT FOR GIFTED STUDENTS?

GIFTED PROGRAM STUDENTS’ OPTIMISM

FIGURE 4
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seemed to improve almost all issues for middle school students. A
surprising third finding was that fewer children experienced anxieties if they rated their self-confidence as average, compared to
those who rated their confidence as either above or below average.
That finding seems counterintuitive, but perhaps if children had
a great deal of confidence in themselves, they felt more pressures
to maintain their high social status, while if they believed they
were above average in intelligence, they could rationalize popularity and the right clothes as not as important as their intelligence.
These findings should provide some guidance and comfort to
parents of gifted students. Maintaining close family relationships
through supportive and fun activities and encouraging your children to feel intelligent, but not necessarily brilliant, can go a long
way in helping kids navigate middle school worries. Parents may
not need to fret if their children have only reasonable self-confidence and don’t consider themselves in the most popular clique,
because that social confidence may be less important if feeling
intelligent and parent support help them manage their anxieties.

HOW PARENTS CAN HELP PREVENT CHILDREN’S HIGH-RISK
INVOLVEMENTS
Children are less likely to get involved in high-risk activities
like alcohol, drugs, and promiscuous sexual behaviors if they have
above-average grades, above-average family relationships, and

plenty of extracurricular school involvement. There are many
good reasons to keep kids involved, although many parents may
often wish for a little more downtime for both themselves and
their children. The problem for today’s middle schoolers is that
when they’re not involved, they’re almost magnetically attracted
to screens: big screens (movies), middle screens (TV and computers), or little screens (video games and cell phones).
Counting only TV, computers, and video games, the students
in this study spent more than four times as long watching screens
each day as doing homework. Furthermore, when they spent
more time on the screen, they were involved in fewer activities.
Students who described themselves as having above-average intelligence and above-average family relationships also indicated
spending less time on all screens, but particularly on TV and
video games. They were also less likely to get involved in high-risk
activities than those who described their intelligence as average
or below average or who had average or below average family relationships (see figures 6 and 7). There’s a great deal of evidence
that supports the conventional wisdom that keeping kids busy
helps keep them out of trouble.

PARENTING WITH FORESIGHT
Middle schoolers are self-absorbed with their daily lives and
what’s happening to them now. They rarely think about how their
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behaviors can affect their futures because the future seems very
distant to them. They make decisions based on consequences that
will occur in the next hours, days, or weeks, but they usually don’t
consider repercussions that could affect them in upcoming years.
Living in a way that enhances their long-term health, their higher education, and the preservation of our society seems irrelevant
to most middle schoolers.
On the other hand, through their life experiences, parents and
educators have the gift of foresight that permits them to guide
children toward positive and healthy futures. Confidence in your
ability to inspire children is essential for encouraging them to
think intelligently, to believe in themselves, to consider others,
and to be inspired to make the world a better place. Your guidance will help keep them from getting sidetracked by negative
peers, high-risk behaviors, or the temptations of immediate gratification. No matter how they cry out in anger at you, you will at
times have to disappoint them for the sake of long-range goals.
Despite how much you love them and want them to approve of
you, you need to set reasonable limits and actually say no to their
requests from time to time, even when they claim that you’re too
strict or blame you for their worries about popularity.
Although the timing of adolescent development appears to
have changed, the basic principles of parenting have remained the
same. Allow your gifted children to experience the joys of childhood by challenging them academically, but not pushing them
socially to adulthood too soon. By parenting in a moderate and
SCREEN AND HOMEWORK TIME RELATED TO SELF-PERCEPTION OF INTELLIGENCE

AVERAGE NUMBER OF HOURS

FIGURE 6
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balanced way and providing your children with both love and
limits, they’ll internalize your wise values as they move into their
teens and then adulthood. ■
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Academic Rigor or

It is the supreme art of the teacher to awaken joy in creative expression
—Albert Einstein
and knowledge.

RIGOR MORTIS: M

Creating an Environment that
Stimulates and Supports Academic
Prowess in the Middle School
By Susannah Richards

Max goes to school every day; at the end of each day he wants to be
able to say that he learned something. Throughout his middle
school years there were times when he came home from school and
shared a detail from his day that indicated he had indeed learned
something new, but those occasions were rare. Usually he was bored
and often came home reporting that the day had been spent reviewing material already covered or that he had learned earlier. In eighth
grade, however, there was a significant increase in the number of
times that he displayed both excitement and new learning.

CALIFORNIA ASSOCIATION FOR THE GIFTED
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Upon questioning him, it became apparent that the challenge
and the new learning occurred in the same class: 8th grade
English. What qualities in that English class created an atmosphere that promoted and sustained his interest and challenged
him as well? What promoted academic rigor?
As I began to ponder the qualities of academic rigor in a middle school, I thought about my own experience as a middle school
teacher and the dozens of articles and books I read concerning
middle school students and middle school environments. I considered the nature and atmosphere of middle schools where I have
worked and visited, as well as comments from middle school students and teachers. How can we promote academic rigor in a
middle school? First, we must define it and then figure out how
to create learning environments that support academic rigor more
than rigor mortis where students’ brains begin to stiffen as a result
of lack of challenge or any new learning.

Academic rigor is not
about curriculum or
materials. Rather, it is
about state of mind and
the climate that results
from creating and cultivating this state of
mind and climate.

An academically rigorous environment is
one in which students grapple with complexity, explore and construct new knowledge,
ask more questions than generate answers,
and develop the motivation and abilities to
make connections that go beyond the
boundaries of what is leaned in school to
what is learned in life.
My first thoughts were those of a 7th grade
English classroom I had visited in Dubai. I
walked into this multi-ethnic classroom where students were totally engaged in learning. They had just completed a chapter in
Homeless Bird by Gloria Whelan; the teacher asked them to identify a part of the chapter to which they connected and record their
responses in their double-entry journals. I was in awe as I listened
to students share their connections to different aspects of the chapter. The students made sophisticated text-to-text, text-to-world,
and text-to-self connections that they articulated and supported
logically. Wow, I thought, this teacher has created an environment
that includes academic rigor. I wondered if another teacher could
have generated and supported students to dig as deeply as these students had. What did this 8th grade teacher do to motivate these
students to take risks and make connections that were not presented on a superficial level in the text?
While I find some curricula and resources to be more useful
24

GIFTED EDUCATION COMMUNICATOR WINTER 2006

than others, I believe that academic rigor is not about curriculum
or materials. Rather, it is about state of mind and the climate that
results from creating and cultivating this state of mind and climate. This is a product of a teacher with high expectations and a
repertoire of engaging activities that support students in finding
meaning and making sense of the curriculum. As in differentiated instruction, academic rigor is a way to think about teaching
and learning and not a formula with a set script.
Middle schools are not supposed to be boring, disengaging
places. They should be characterized by integrated curriculum.
Successful middle schools are places where students actively construct their own meaning from the texts and experiences that are
created for them by skilled practitioners. Students should be
investigating questions that they themselves are asking about the
world and their place in it (Erb, 1997). A middle school classroom that does not set the stage for students to be continually

learning and constructing connections between ideas and concepts is one that may be suffering from rigor mortis.
Middle school students have a wide range of abilities. At times
they may act like eight-year-olds and at other times show the intensity and maturity of an adult who has spent his or her entire life in
pursuit of a passion. In an academically rigorous environment, students gain skills to enable them to think for themselves and be selfinitiating, self-modifying, and self-directing—to acquire the capacity to learn and change consciously, continuously, and quickly.
Academic rigor is not about a specific curriculum—it is about
the climate a teacher creates for learning. No specific curriculum will
provide academic rigor, but a few considerations may help teachers
create an environment that supports and cultivates academic rigor.
• Assess what students already know and streamline the curriculum
to ensure that students experience new learning regularly. There
is no challenge to reviewing material that you already know.
• Determine student interests with an interest assessment tool
and use these interests to motivate student investigation of
ideas and events.
• Eliminate repetition in the curriculum. Determine what students need to do to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding and move on to new material. This will permit you
to cover more information and provide students with more
diverse opportunities for learning.
• Focus on the fundamental tenets of a constructivist, student-
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centered classroom: inquiry-based learning, authentic assessments, and student involvement in the planning, creation, and
assessment of products.
Cultivate decision-making. Encourage middle level students to
develop and utilize their decision-making skills.
Help students connect learning to a larger context beyond the
classroom. Move beyond schooltime learning to lifetime learning.
Provide examples of the skills professionals use similar to those
taught in class.
Use problem-solving strategies as a vehicle to explore ideas and
make connections among events. Often a good story presented as a problem can suggest a path to solve that problem.
Engage students in Socratic Seminars and use Socratic questioning techniques to help students develop their thinking. The
Socratic approach is a method of teaching and learning that
emphasizes the use of questions to probe thinking and the ability
to draw conclusions. Socratic questions ask for clarification, probe
assumptions, probe reasons and evidence, investigate viewpoints
of perspectives, probe implications and consequences; they ask
students to delve into the relevance of any of the questions.
Emphasize critical thinking—especially those types of critical
thinking that help students analyze, synthesize, and evaluate.
Teach cognitive and metacognitive skills so that students
understand how they learn and develop the language to
describe how they learn.
Provide options, alternatives, and choices for students to
demonstrate their learning. If you want to create academic rigor,
then students need to develop a plan to demonstrate that rigor.
Keep in mind that a plan may not be the same for each student.
Encourage students to read books and other print material near
the outer limits of their zone of proximal development—slightly beyond where they can work without assistance, instead of
“just right” books that may not provide any level of challenge.
The challenge may be in the content of the reading material or
in the structure of the material. Books such as The Astonishing
Life of Octavian Nothing by M. T. Anderson (2006) and The
Race to Save the Lord God Bird by Philip Hoose (2004) are just
two examples of rigorous texts for middle school students.
Create an environment in which advanced vocabulary is expected. Ubiquitous, serendipity, abasement, zealot, scintillate are
just a few of the words that many middle school students enjoy
using as they communicate ideas and respond to questions.
Develop learning opportunities around ideas rather than topics. The difference between a topic-centered and an idea-centered curriculum/instruction model involves developing and
sharing ideas related to concepts as opposed to memorizing
facts (Erickson, 1998).
Organize curriculum to investigate large concepts such as a
change, patterns, systems, survival, and relationships. When
instruction is viewed as the development of large, interdisciplinary connections, the material and teaching become part of the
vehicle to a destination rather than the destination itself; it
encourages students to probe concepts from multiple perspectives. For example, students might read different fiction and
nonfiction texts to explore the elements of physical and emotional survival rather than all reading Hatchet by Gary Paulsen
(1987) These texts may represent a wide range of reading levels.

TEACHING SUGGESTIONS FOR CULTIVATING A CLIMATE WITH
ACADEMIC RIGOR
• Have students explore and investigate historical and contem-

porary great thinkers and what made or makes them great.
Websites such as Academy of Achievement (www.achievement.org) and Biography (www.biography.com) are two sites
that support this objective.
• Expose students to the world beyond the classroom using the
Internet, guest speakers, and when possible, trips to museums,
exhibits, and other culture events.
• Use less traditional materials not intentionally designed for use
in the classroom such as one of the chapters in Blink by
Malcolm Gladwell (2005). Such readings ask students to question and investigate the thinking and problem solving of others.
• Cultivate curiosity and support students in developing their
own curiosity about the world. Encourage students to ask “I
wonder why” questions.
• Investigate events in the news from the viewpoint of a discipline. For example, the Internet site, “Why Files” (www.whyfiles.org), presents the science behind the news.
• Encourage students to take advantage of the information
explosion on the Web at sites such as the Library of Congress
(www.loc.gov). This site and other library and museum sites
provide invaluable help to students in developing their knowledge about a particular topic.
• Instead of the traditional “Night of the Notables” or “Famous
Persons” in which students investigate a famous person and
become that person for a presentation, some students might
participate in “Night of the Non-Notables,” or “Shunned
Notables.” Students role-play their person of choice, delivering
monologues in which they argue why they should be moved to
the “Notable” category.
Teaching that supports academic rigor is, as Joseph Renzulli
once said, “…circumstances gone right—the powerful combination
of mixing ability with preparation, opportunity, and timing.” If
middle level educators want classroom environments that support
and sustain academic rigor then they must assess what students
already know, provide multiple paths for students to demonstrate
their learning, use varied print and nonprint materials with students, ask high-level questions, and model the characteristics of
curious lifelong learners. ■
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Meeting The Needs Of High Ability and High
Potential Learners in the Middle Grades
A Joint Position Statement Of The National Middle School
Association and The National Association For Gifted Children

T

T he National Association for Gifted
Children and the National Middle School
Association share a commitment to developing schools and classrooms in which
both equity and excellence are persistent
goals for each learner. Equity refers to the
opportunity of every learner to have supported access to the highest possible quality education. Excellence refers to the need
of every learner for opportunities and adult
support necessary to maximize his or her
learning potential.
Early adolescence is generally described
as the time between ages 10 and 15. During
this developmental span, young adolescents
experience a wide range of growth rates in
cognitive, physical, social, emotional, and
moral dimensions. Change in young adolescents can be rapid and uneven. In addition
to the diversity of development implicit in
early adolescence, middle schools also reflect
diversity in student gender, culture, experience, economic status, interests, and learning preferences. Every middle school classroom also represents a wide array of talents.
In light of the inevitable variance in
middle school populations, it is critical
that middle school educators develop
increasing awareness of and skill necessary
to address the full range of learner needs—
including needs of those who already
demonstrate advanced academic abilities
and those who have the potential to work
at advanced levels.
High-ability adolescents may differ
from fellow classmates in cognitive skills,
interests, modes of learning, and motivation. As a result, their educational needs
may also differ in some important ways
from those of other young adolescents.
Attending to those needs requires informed
attention to both equity and excellence in
all facets of schooling.
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IDENTIFICATION

CURRICULUM AND INSTRUCTION

All middle school learners need educators who consistently use both formal and
informal means of recognizing their particular strengths and needs. In regard to
advanced learners, identification requires
specific plans to seek out students with
advanced abilities or advanced potential in
order to provide appropriate educational
experiences during the transition into adolescence. Both the National Middle School
Association and the National Association for
Gifted Children share a strong commitment
to appropriate use of multiple approaches to
identify high potential in students from
minority and low economic groups.
Identification of high performance and
potential are precursors to helping young
adolescents maximize their potential during
these critical years. Identification of student
performance and potential should be followed by educational planning to maximize
the potential.

Equity in the middle grades requires that
all learners have an opportunity to participate in curriculum that is rich in meaning
and focused on thought and application.
Excellence requires support necessary to
show continual growth in knowledge,
understanding, and skill. Advanced middle
grade learners thus require consistent opportunities to work at degrees of challenge
somewhat beyond their particular readiness
levels, with support necessary to achieve at
the new levels of proficiency. In addition,
educators should address student interests
and preferred modes of learning in planning
curriculum and instruction that is appropriately challenging for individual learners.
Educational resources should be of a sufficient range of complexity to ensure challenge for advanced learners. Flexible pacing
and flexible grouping arrangements are
important instructional adjustments for
many highly able middle level learners.
Because of the inevitable variance among
high-ability learners, advanced learners, like
other middle school students, need curriculum and instruction proactively designed to
accommodate their particular needs.

ASSESSMENT
Ongoing assessment is critical to informing classroom practice. Preassessment, inprocess assessments, and post assessments
should give learners consistent opportunity
to demonstrate their knowledge, understanding, and skill related to topics of study.
Assessments related to student readiness,
interests, perspectives, and learning preferences provide educators with a consistently
emerging understanding of each learner’s
needs in the classroom. Middle level educators should use data from such assessments
to modify teaching and learning plans to
ensure that each student—including those
who already perform well beyond expectations—have consistent opportunities to
extend their abilities.

AFFECTIVE DEVELOPMENT
Critical to healthy development in the
middle grade years is development of positive student affect. Students benefit greatly
from learning environments that reinforce
their worth as individuals and simultaneously support them in becoming more powerful
and productive. For advanced learners, this
may require helping students affirm both
their abilities and their need to belong to a
peer group. Middle level educators need to
understand and address the unique dynamics that high-ability and high-potential
young adolescents may experience as they
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seek to define themselves and their roles
among peers.

EFFECTIVE PARTNERSHIPS
Building a middle school culture that
supports equity and excellence for each
learner requires sustained attention to partnerships among all adults key to the student’s development. This includes partnerships between home and school, specialists
and generalists, and teachers and administrators. Middle level schools should assist
parents in recognizing, understanding, and
nurturing advanced abilities and potential
in young adolescents. Partnerships among
team members and between classroom
teachers and gifted education specialists
should ensure appropriate challenge for
advanced learners and appropriate attention
to the particular talents of advanced learners. Administrator/teacher partnerships
should define what it means to accommodate the individual needs of learners and
develop conditions that lead to such accommodations for all middle level learners—
including those who demonstrate advanced
performance or potential.

PRE-SERVICE AND IN-SERVICE
STAFF DEVELOPMENT
To ensure equity and excellence in the
middle grades, teachers must be adequately
prepared to provide academically rich
instruction for all students and to teach in
ways that enable all students to work at
appropriate and escalating levels of challenge. Teachers with training in gifted education are more likely to foster high-level
thinking, allow for greater student expression, consider individual variance in their
teaching, and understand how to provide
high-end challenge. Appropriate staff development for middle level teachers will continually focus on high-quality curriculum,
understanding and teaching in response to
individual as well as group needs, and developing a repertoire of instructional strategies
that support and manage flexible classrooms. Central to the success of these
endeavors is shared responsibility for meeting the needs of each learner, evidenced in
systematic and consistent planning, carrying
out of plans, and evaluation of effectiveness
of plans in terms of individual learners and
small groups of learners as well as the class as
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a whole.
With these shared beliefs, the National
Association for Gifted Children and the
National Middle School Association call on
middle level educators to adopt and support
processes and actions that ensure developmentally appropriate practices for the full
range of students they serve.

A CALL TO ACTION
The National Association for Gifted
Children and the National Middle School
Association urge administrators, teachers,
gifted education specialists, school support
personnel, parents, and students to collaborate for the purpose of ensuring equity and
excellence for all learners, including those
with advanced performance or potential.
District and School Leaders Should:
1. Provide leadership in creating a school
climate that vigorously supports both
equity and excellence.
2. Ensure that teachers have meaningful
knowledge and understanding about the
needs of gifted adolescents, including
training in differentiated instruction so
that the needs of all students— including those with advanced performance or
potential—are appropriately addressed.
3. Develop and implement an appropriate
and flexible system for identifying highability learners from diverse populations.
4. Use organizational structures such as
teaming and advisory programs to
ensure that needs of young adolescents, including high-ability young
adolescents, are central in instructional planning.
5. Encourage consistent collaboration
among all teachers and support personnel in the school to ensure appropriate
services for high-ability learners.
6. Ensure a continuum of services including options such as differentiation,
advanced classes, acceleration, shortterm seminars, independent studies,
mentorships and other learning opportunities matched to the varied needs of
high-potential and high-ability learners.
7. Provide counseling-related services for
students with advanced academic performance or potential.
8. Develop and maintain a written plan to
guide educational planning for advanced

learners and to inform the community of
those plans.
9. Regularly evaluate the effectiveness of
curriculum, instruction, resources, and
other services in supporting the development of high-ability learners.
Teachers, Gifted Education Specialists,
and Support Personnel Should:
1. Be knowledgeable about students with
advanced academic abilities and those
who have the potential to work at
advanced levels.
2. Meet regularly to discuss the needs of
all students, including those with
high ability.
3. Provide curriculum, instruction, and
other opportunities to meet the needs of
students with high ability.
4. Use a variety of developmentally appropriate instructional practices to enable
each student to experience a high degree
of personal excellence.
5. Collaborate with colleagues at elementary and high school levels to ensure a
smooth transition as students progress
throughout the grades.
6. Keep parents informed about their children’s growth and invite parent participation in educational planning for their
children.
Parents Should:
1. Strengthen family connections with
young adolescents.
2. Be knowledgeable about the needs and
concerns of young, gifted adolescents.
3. Understand and contribute to the district’s plan for identifying and serving
high-ability learners.
4. Help their children take appropriate
responsibility for their own learning and
develop related skills and attitudes of
responsible independence.
5. Collaborate with the school to ensure
that their children’s needs are being met.
6. Be their children’s best advocates.
Editor’s note* The above joint position
statement was retrieved from the webpage of
the National Association for Gifted
Children October 15, 2006 at:
nagc.org/CMS400Min/index.aspx?id=400.
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Creating a School for

Gifted Learners:
Trials and Triumphs

N

By Richard M. Cash, Julie Donaldson, & Barbara Dullaghan

No one said being an educator of the gifted would be easy. Working

with gifted learners can be challenging, exasperating, exciting, and
uplifting. As three teachers of the gifted, we thought we knew all
there was to know about teaching gifted kids. Collectively, we have
over 75 years of experience and ten college degrees, but we had
never experienced anything greater or more exciting than the creation of a public school for gifted students.
Until the completion of the 2005 legislative session, Minnesota
had neither an official state-level mandate nor state-level funding for
gifted services. It was incumbent upon each school district to carve
out resources for gifted learners. The Bloomington, Minnesota Public
Schools, a suburban district catering to more than 10,000 students
from economically and racially diverse backgrounds, had gone
through a major restructuring of its entire programming, including
gifted programs. Through this restructuring we realized we had a
group of students whose dramatic educational, social, and emotional
needs were not being met by traditional Bloomington Public School
programs and services. This article will share our journey, trials, and
triumphs in meeting the needs of this exceptional group of students.

PHOTO BY MIA BORTOLUSSI

SHAPING A PROGRAM WITH LIMITED FUNDING
A quality program for gifted learners does not situate itself outside of or in opposition to general education, nor should it be
used to “save” students from general education. Therefore, we
grounded our program in the best and most effective practices
from gifted education to enhance general education.
Level 1: Meeting all students’ needs. All students in the
Bloomington Public Schools are offered a quality-differentiated curriculum. Annually, teachers are trained in effective practices that
recognize student readiness, interests, and learning profiles.
Teachers are encouraged to develop learning activities that address
not only those three characteristics but to also challenge all learners
using advanced levels of complexity and difficulty.
Level 2: Enrichment and extensions. Students who have additional needs beyond a differentiated curriculum have opportunities
to get involved in enriched and extended learning activities.
Teachers are taught how to construct learning stations and independent study projects and also implement the WordMasters, Junior
Great Books, Continental Math League, and Destination
Imagination programs before, during, or after school hours.
Additionally, all students have options for enriching learning experiences in after-school clubs and summer offerings.
Level 3: Selected services. For students who have academic
needs beyond what the regular classroom and enrichment services
can provide, we have developed an array of services to provide
advanced academic challenges in a variety of settings, from accelerated learning classes to cluster classrooms. These settings proved to
be effective for the majority of bright students. Unfortunately, there

was always one group of students whose needs were
not being met.
As a staff, we reviewed each individual student
who was not being served well by our traditional
gifted programs and services, and each had one
overriding issue in common. They had exceptionally high IQ scores (above 140) or were consistently scoring on a nationally normed test at the 99th
percentile in both reading and mathematics.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF DIMENSIONS ACADEMY
Inspiration: The students. Knowing we had a
critical mass of very bright children spread across
our district, we had to find a way to bring these students together in a setting where they would be
challenged academically and supported socially and
emotionally. Karen Rogers in her book, Re-forming
Gifted Education (2002), clearly articulates the need
to group gifted students together for at least a portion of their school day. Many of our very brightest
children were not being provided the option of a
high-enough ability group, nor were they spending
enough time with their academic peers to build
solid social relationships.
Inspiration: The parents. Parents of our very
brightest children were becoming increasingly disenchanted with the public educational system because
we were not able to challenge, stimulate, or engage
their children. Year after year we would watch as
parents exited the elementary programs (at grade 5)
to enter either private, parochial, or charter schools.
We knew that the academic rigor and teacher expertise was no higher in these settings than in the public
schools, but we understood that parents felt their
child’s needs weren’t being met, especially during the
difficult adolescent years. We needed to find a way
to keep these families in the public schools.
Inspiration: The educational climate.
Minnesota is one of the few states that enjoys what
is called “open enrollment.” Open enrollment
allows students to cross district boundaries to attend
the school of their choice. Along with the student
comes the state and federal tax dollars. This type of
educational environment encourages competition,
which can work in favor of gifted and talented students. We saw this law as an advantage to build our
gifted and talented program. As the saying goes,
“Build it and they will come!” And they did.

SETTING THE FOUNDATION
Philosophical. No quality gifted program exists
on its own or outside of the “general” school system.
We grounded the Dimensions Academy program
within the vision and mission statement of the
Bloomington Public School District:
In partnership with our world-class, diverse
community, the Bloomington Public School
System assures that each of our learners will
CALIFORNIA ASSOCIATION FOR THE GIFTED
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develop the knowledge, skills, and ethics necessary to
achieve educational excellence and thrive in a rapidly changing world by providing dynamic learning experiences in a supportive environment and by integrating Bloomington’s
unique local and global assets. (Emphasis added by author)
An essential strategy within the Strategic Plan of the
Bloomington Public Schools corresponds to our initiative:
“Students will have access to innovative programs which provide
alternative delivery systems in order to meet or exceed district and
state standards.” (Emphasis added by author)
Finally, we believed that the Gifted Program Standards of the
National Association for Gifted Children provided us national level
support for our plan. The exemplary standards for program design
in the Gifted Program Standards annotations (2001) states that levels of service should be matched to the needs of gifted learners by
providing a full continuum of options. Services for gifted students
may cross all formats for differentiated programming (including
special schools), but are not limited to a sole program design.
Research-based program. Both quantitative and qualitative
research studies were used to support our program idea. Most
notably, the work of Miraca Gross (1986, 1990, 1992 & 1993)
provided us the most relevant information. Gross sites case after
case of students who are mildly to profoundly gifted and have
suffered inequities in educational programming, inconsistency of
duration of programming, and inappropriate curricular structures. Dr. Gross also sites the extreme variations in socio-affective development, pressures to conform to the norm, and serious
underachievement in highly gifted students.
We initiated our own internal qualitative study using district
students and families. These families had either left the
Bloomington Public Schools because they felt their child’s needs
were not being met, continued to suffer the current system but
were dissatisfied with their child’s education, or witnessed their
child experiencing bouts of underachievement, depression, social
distancing, or other psycho-social malaise. There was no shortage of families willing to come forward and speak out against the
perceived inequities in educational programming and funding.
Students reported feeling “bored,” “unhappy,” “unchallenged,”
and “angry” because they were not getting to do what they loved
most: learn. Parents were “frustrated” and “upset” over having to
annually combat teacher and administrative misconceptions
about their children’s abilities. The parents also voiced dismay
over an educational system that espoused “high expectations” for
all students, except for gifted students. The Bloomington Public
Schools were experiencing a “brain-drain.”
Administrative support. Key to programmatic success is
administrative support. After we cultivated and refined our program idea, we met with each departmental branch separately
before presenting a formal proposal to the Superintendent of
Schools. In those meetings we were able to uncover issues, concerns, and biases.
Financial strength. The Department of Finance was concerned
over the financial viability of such a specialized program that
received no additional funding. Knowing that new programs must
be financially stable, the Director of Finance assisted us in developing a financial plan to leverage non-resident student enrollment.
Due to the Minnesota Open Enrollment law, non-resident students would generate over $5000.00 per student in new funding.
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These new funds could be designated to the new program. With
four non-resident students per grade level, the program would be
financially possible. In the projected business plan, the program
would amass a deficit of roughly $175,000.00, but in the following year the program would realize revenue of over $160,000.00.
By the third year of the program, it would be completely self-sustaining with a profit margin of at least $50,000.00.
Curricular power. The Department of Curriculum and
Instruction was concerned about curricular strength and accountability. The Bloomington Public Schools prides itself in maintaining
a quality curriculum that is guided and supported by state and
national standards. The Curriculum Department wanted to ensure
that the program would enlist a curriculum that would achieve district, state, and national standards while also providing sufficient
depth and complexity for highly gifted students. The major curriculum component chosen for the Dimensions Academy program
was the College of William and Mary’s Integrated Curriculum
Model (ICM). Additional accelerations and compacting of the district’s required curriculum were also developed.
Placement integrity. The Department of Research and
Evaluation was concerned about the integrity of testing validity
and reliability. Understandably, many statisticians are cautious
about placement testing, as no testing exists that accurately identifies, predicts, or determines who should or should not be
involved in gifted programs. The Dimensions Academy program
is an academic program focused on the core subjects of reading
and math; therefore, an academic achievement assessment would
be most appropriate for placement purposes. No additional
resources were available to do placement testing, so it was decided that the placement criteria would include the standardized
measure already employed in the school system.
The Bloomington Public Schools utilizes Northwest
Evaluation Association (NWEA) testing. The Northwest
Evaluation Association provides research-based computerized
assessments that are aligned with district and state standards and
can measure student achievement and growth. NWEA provides
information that anchors giftedness at and above the 95th percentile in both reading and math. Gross (2000) states that highly or profoundly gifted children are at least two standard deviations from the mean. Using this criterion would suggest that students who score at or above the 98th percentile would qualify as
highly or profoundly gifted.
K-8 system impact. The K-8 principals made up the largest
group of administrators with concerns about the program. They
feared losing their highest performing students and student leaders.
Some principals felt that students would leave their buildings only
because of the perceived “grass being greener on the other side”
effect. After sharing an analysis of projected testing data, very little statistical effect was found when one or two of any school’s
highest performing students were removed. Additionally, many of
the highest performing students were some of the least well
behaved. Theses two factors helped in calming principals’ fears.
Teacher support. Interestingly, the teacher groups were the
most supportive of the program plan. Teachers often told us they
knew exactly who these students were and realized they were
unable to meet their academic needs within the regular or clustered classroom. The teachers were also well aware of the various
social and emotional issues the highly and profoundly gifted students encountered.
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After several months of groundwork, we presented the completed plan to the Superintendent of Schools and the School
Board. The plan was unanimously accepted!

PROGRAM STRUCTURE: FOUR KEY COMPONENTS
An important factor in our success was that Dimensions
Academy was planned as a “school within a school” located on an
existing district. That allowed us to focus on program without
worry about housing matters.
Advanced academic challenge with critical and creative
thinking embedded. Extensive work went into the research and
development of the curriculum to be used in Dimensions
Academy. Gross (2000) asserts that highly able students will often
hide their gifts or feel the pressure to conform to the norm, especially when there is a lack of educational challenges.
Underachievement runs rampant in the adolescent gifted population, mainly due to the lack of stimulating and interesting curricula. For those reasons, we wanted a curriculum that was rich in
content, rigorous in design, and interesting to adolescent learners.
The College of William and Mary’s Integrated Curriculum Model
(ICM) proved to be the most appropriate choice.
The ICM, developed by Dr. Joyce VanTassel-Baska at the
College of William and Mary in 1986, comprises three interrelated dimensions “that are responsive to very different aspects of the
gifted learner” (VanTassel-Baska & Little, 2003). Also important
within the ICM curriculum is the infusion of critical reasoning
and creative thinking skills.
We believed it was important to incorporate advanced study
of grammar and vocabulary into the program’s curriculum.
Michael Clay Thompson’s grammar study and vocabulary devel-

opment program seemed best suited to the needs of our students.
Thompson’s grammar program is broken into four levels:
• parts of speech
• parts of sentences
• phrases
• clauses
The language development portion of Thompson’s work
introduces the students to Latin stems and analogies.
Finally, our students engage in WordMasters Challenge,
History Day, and Geography Bee competitions. Knowing that
many bright students thrive on competition but are sometimes
hesitant, due to their need to be right all the time, we felt it essential to include these competitions as a component of the program
to teach students the healthy nature of competitions and to provide them with a safe place to take risks.
Social and emotional growth. Several authorities in gifted
education have voiced concern that schools fail to address the
often-unique social and emotional needs of highly able students
(Gross, 2000; Kearney, 1996; Neihart, Reis, Robinson & Moon,
2002; Silverman, 2003; Tolan, 1985). Among the issues adolescent gifted learners face are the pressures to conform, perfectionism, super-sensitivity, social isolation, lack of proper peer role
modeling, and lack of healthy peer relationships. Knowing that
social and emotional issues are a factor in academic underachievement, we felt it necessary to infuse student learning and teacher
training with these issues and to include student support services
within the overall program.
During several class periods throughout the school year, students were introduced to the various perceptions of giftedness,
asynchronous development, the imposter syndrome, and healthy
CALIFORNIA ASSOCIATION FOR THE GIFTED
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self-awareness. We also encouraged students to set appropriate
expectations for themselves and
others, a difficult task for some
highly gifted adolescent students.
Attention to diversity. In the
field of gifted education we
struggle with the lack of representation by students from diverse
(non-white, lower-income) backgrounds. Since the program uses
an academic assessment format for entrance, we feared few students
of color would qualify for the program; therefore, we developed
three strategies to begin attaining a diverse student population
without compromising the program’s high standards or integrity.
First, we employed the resources of our Office of Educational
Equity (OEE) to help us in recruiting qualified students within
the school district. Second, once students were accepted into the
program, our Office of Educational Equity periodically contacted the families to find out how things were going.
We also worked with primary grade teachers to recognize students of color with advanced intellectual abilities. Identified students are then followed throughout their elementary years to
encourage, support, and guide them toward the application
process for Dimensions Academy.
The program opened its doors with students of color making up 19% of enrollment. The following year we increased
the number to 20% (the overall district average is 30%).
Though we have some distance to go in achieving equity, we
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have implemented a solid recruitment and support system for
our diverse families.
Involvement of parents and community. Parents of gifted
children can either be your best advocates or your worst critics!
These parents struggled for years to get appropriate educational
experiences for their children, and we knew they often struggled at
home with their children over lack of organization, inability to get
homework in on time (if at all), lack of motivation, and depression.
To assist our parents, we host three evening events for parents of
highly able students. The topics of discussion include over-achievement, organization, appropriate support, and motivation. Also, a
quarterly newsletter is posted on the Dimensions Academy website
with helpful tips for parents working with gifted adolescents.
Trials. Our first year was an exciting and exhausting rollercoaster ride. We felt confident in our purpose but were often
challenged by the logistics and management of our creation.
• Teachers, student and parents had set unrealistic expectations of
themselves and others. The classroom teachers, though trained
in gifted education, assumed the students would immediately
produce higher quality work than they did. As we found out,
the students had never truly been challenged, so when they
were met with challenging curriculum, they had few, if any,
support skills in place. These students were no longer the “big
fish in the little pond.” Being the little fish in the big pond
gave them pause as they realized they didn’t know all the
answers. The parents believed the teachers were giving too
much work—mainly because their child had never really had
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an appropriate level of work to build study strategies.
Additionally, these unrealistic expectations created a new level
of stress for our teachers, parents, and students.
• Parents of some students found it difficult to get out of the advocacy
role. The Dimensions Academy program was developed specifically with their children’s’ needs in mind; therefore, they no
longer needed to advocate in that manner. Some parents had a
lack of trust in the program, wary that this program would either
be discontinued after a year or fall victim to a budget crisis.
• We mistakenly created large classes our first year in an effort to
meet district student / teacher ratios. Highly and profoundly
gifted adolescents not only have varying degrees of academic
needs, but also come with varying degrees of social issues,
control issues, and finely tuned verbal ability. The classrooms
were a cacophony of movement and noise.
• Many of our students faced social adjustments that overwhelmed
their ability to focus on the curriculum. Many of the students
had to come to a new school setting in fourth grade, therefore
causing them to feel more isolated. They had fewer friends in
the new classroom at first and didn’t know their way around
the new building. Some of the students outside of the
Dimensions Academy program taunted the Dimensions
Academy students for being geeks and nerds, adding more distress to an already stressful new venture for them.
• Finally, adjustments to middle school were magnified by the students’ giftedness. Children go through a huge physical and psychological transition during the adolescent years. Being both
gifted and adolescent compounded those growth pains. Our
Dimension Academy students struggled with more intense
issues of peer relationships, organization, and self-identity.

TRIUMPHS
What made all of our hard work worth the journey were the
triumphs we experienced within the first year of the program.
Overall, we had happy students. By an overwhelming majority
our students felt motivated to come to school, desired to learn
more deeply, and reveled in the challenges of the new curriculum.

STUDENT QUOTES:
It makes me feel smarter and more included in things because
I’m with people who are like me.
Dimensions Academy is a place to use your intelligence for
harder work and a place to be with other gifted kids.
It’s easier in class now because the teachers don’t go over everything a billion times!!! It makes life easier.
I have to think about my work now.
Dimensions Academy is a great place. It’s a place where I can
be myself and not have to pretend I care about the latest gossip
or who likes me or who doesn’t like me. I don’t care. I don’t
care about what other people think of me. I am a DA kid!
Our entire district staff began to learn more about gifted children and their unique educational needs. Administrators are now

more aware of programming options and understand the need to
do more within the regular school setting. If our teachers are not
able to enrich, extend, or enhance their own curriculum enough
for gifted learners, they now know there is a curriculum that can
meet these highly able learners. Special education staff now
understands more completely the needs of the twice-exceptional
learners, as the Dimensions Academy program has attracted students who are both gifted and have Autism Spectrum Disorder,
learning disabilities, or are ADHD/ADD. Our English as a
Second Language staff and staff working with children of color
are more alert to the needs of gifted of children. In general, the
Bloomington Public Schools has become a “beacon” in
Minnesota for cutting edge and quality gifted programs.

CONCLUSION
Creating a school for gifted adolescents was a unique and
rewarding experience. What began as a lofty goal morphed into
a vital business and marketing plan after many hours of research.
Using that business plan, we garnered support from the school
system for the educational needs of gifted adolescent students.
The marketing plan created a public awareness of the varying
needs of gifted students. These two vital components provided us
the foundation for building a financially sound, educationally
appropriate program for gifted adolescent students.
Most importantly, we stayed committed to our purpose: To
serve those students whose outstanding academic talent, advanced
motivation, performance (or potential for performance) at high levels of accomplishments indicate their need for in-depth, complex, and
rigorous curriculum and instruction. ■
RICHARD M. CASH, Ed.D., is the District Coordinator of Gifted
and Talented Programs, K-12, for the Bloomington,
Minnesota Public Schools. He holds a Doctorate in
Educational Leadership with a focus on Gifted Programming.
Dr. Cash serves as a member of the National Association for
Gifted Children’s Diversity Committee, Membership
Committee and Co-chair’s the Working Group on Sexually
Diverse Gifted Youth. Richard is also a private consultant to
many school districts around the U.S. His areas of expertise
are gifted programming, differentiated instruction, curriculum development, and brain compatible classrooms. He can
be reached at: www.nrichconsulting.com.
JULIE DONALDSON, M.Ed., is the Middle School Specialist for
the Bloomington, Minnesota Public Schools. Prior to this
position, she taught high school English and honors English;
her Masters Degree in Gifted Education allowed her to put a
variety of differentiation strategies to practice in the classroom. She currently implements staff inservice on gifted
education strategies, facilitates gifted support groups for
middle school students, and provides ongoing support to
staff and students in Bloomington’s school for highly and
profoundly gifted students, Dimensions Academy.
BARBARA DULLAGHAN, M.Ed., is the Elementary Gifted and
Talented Specialist for the Bloomington, Minnesota Public
Schools. She has an M Ed with an emphasis in Gifted and
has been involved in gifted programming for over 25 years
in four different states. Dullaghan is a National Board
Certified Teacher and works as a consultant for the
Minnesota Department of Education.
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Igniting

Equipped with the five senses, man explores the universe around
him and calls the adventure Science.
–Edwin Powell Hubble

Potential:T
Engaging Gifted Learners in Science
By Amy Germundson
34
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The middle school science classroom is an active laboratory of
young scholars! Though the physical space is framed by four
walls, the spirit of discovery, the buzz of conversations, and natural curiosity extend far beyond the defined perimeter. As educators and parents, we have the privilege of walking with these
young scholars on a journey that cultivates potential, self-awareness, talent, and a passion for learning. In science, this journey
is guided by understanding the interaction of gifted young people and the authentic nature of the discipline.
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START!

A Starting Point in Curriculum Design

Understanding gifted students requires great flexibility in our thinking as they are ever changing, ever curious, and ever in a state of wonderment. In the middle years, they seek meaning, affirmation, a sense of
belonging, and an understanding of themselves and their niche in the
world. These young scholars have great energy and potential. In thinking about teaching science to these learners in the middle years, the
nature of gifted students should drive our thoughts and decisions.
As a science teacher, I received a list of gifted learners at the beginning of the year. Beyond a simple record of names and perhaps the insertion of test scores and anecdotal notes, I questioned the inclusiveness of
this list as well as its meaning to science curriculum and instruction. As
most educators who have the opportunity to work with gifted students
know, the population itself is quite heterogeneous. These students differ
in their backgrounds, life experiences, learning styles, interests, attitudes,
and area(s) of expression they are advanced in. Some enter the science
classroom advanced in math while others are gifted in musical or creative
expression. Some bright kids are random thinkers who like multitasking
while others prefer a systematic and concentrated approach. Some gifted
learners are very aware of and comfortable with their abilities while others fear isolation from their peers (Ablard, 1997). Thus, is makes sense
for science teachers to develop curriculum and instruction that is responsive to individual affective and cognitive learning needs. In maximizing
student potential, we should be prepared to adjust factors such the pacing, level of challenge, and depth of content.
Shaping learning experiences for gifted students requires us to develop positive relationships with these young scholars. Considering learning
from their point of view provides us with a new and different perspective. If a student is passionate about art, then extending big ideas, topics,
concepts, or processes across disciplines not only brings relevance to the
curriculum in the eyes of the student but also fosters the interconnectedness of knowledge. Understanding and appreciation of the attitudes,
beliefs, and interests gifted students bring to science allows us to be
responsive in our instructional design. The questions and uncompleted
statements below can be used to make connections with gifted learners.
Responses can be recorded on 3x5 cards and kept for reference, written
in a reflective journal that serves as a conversation between the student
and the teacher, or used for individual conferencing.

CONNECTING WITH STUDENTS THROUGH SCIENCE
• Science is…
• Science affects me by…
• Learning science can help me…
• I could influence scientific knowledge by…
• I have always wondered why…
• As a scientist, I would really like to explore…
• I would like to see the connection between science and….
• I could use some help with…
• If I could change one thing in this world, I would…
• As a scientist, do you prefer to work with others or alone? Why?
• What traits or characteristics of a scientist can you see in yourself?

The meaning and relevancy of the
discipline. Conceptual ideas
(system, change, etc.) open the
doors to these big understandings.

UNDERSTANDING
(The Big Ideas)

GIFTED STUDENTS IN THE MIDDLE YEARS

SKILLS (To "Do")

KNOWLEDGE

(Facts, Definitions,
Vocabulary)

Authentic learning
experiences tailored
to individual learning
needs
STUDENT

FOUNDATION OF CURRICULUM FOR GIFTED LEARNERS IN SCIENCE
Knowledge is the object of our inquiry, and men do not think they know
a thing until they have grasped the why of it.
—Aristotle
Planning science curriculum is challenging. It is a thoughtful process in
which educators must consider not only the educational objectives but also
the bridge to individual learning needs and interests. Effective curriculum
for gifted students begins with an aligned framework of knowledge (facts,
definitions vocabulary), skills, and big ideas that reflect the nature of the discipline. While the what of science is often prescribed in content standards,
simply knowing facts does not equate to understanding. In fact, mere coverage of content is often said to be the death of understanding. It is important to recognize that gifted learners may come to science knowing a plethora of facts.
Exposing these students to the how and why of these facts through big
ideas and concepts brings a bigger purpose and meaning to their knowledge. Why are there only eight planets now? How many times does a
hypothesis need to be tested before it becomes a theory? How does scientific knowledge adjust to a changing society? All of these questions point to
bigger ideas in science.
For a particular unit of study, educators should delineate approximately
one to three big ideas that connect knowledge and skills. For example, in a
force and motion unit, I may want students to reach the big idea that living and non-living systems rely on principles of force and motion to function. Thus, I could ask all students to construct a product in an area of interest that shows how systems use force and motion to function while applying newly learned facts and skills in the unit. A gifted student in science may
advance through this unit at a greater level of complexity or depth, use
advanced reading material, compare and contrast force and motion across
different systems, or utilize one system of force and motion to design a new
system. In this situation, all students move towards the big understanding
and share a common classroom language though the paths to these big ideas
bend and shape to individual readiness, interest, and learning profile.

FINDING THE “AHA” IN AUTHENTICITY
The most exciting phrase to hear in science, the one that heralds new discoveries, is not “Eureka!” (“I found it”) but rather “hmm…that’s funny…”
—Isaac Asimov
The discipline of science contributes to a better understanding of life.
Students in the middle years are seekers. They especially want to comprehend the things around them as it relates to their own lives. Science fosters a natural inquiry into all aspects of life and attempts to answer the
CALIFORNIA ASSOCIATION FOR THE GIFTED
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Creating an Authentic Classroom!

EXPLORING THE NATURE OF SCIENCE

*Based on the Parallel Curriculum (Tomlinson et al., 2002)

Products

Incorporate authentic
products relevant to these
fields

Thinking

Engage students in activities
that foster different types of
thinking skills
Reasoning skills
Inquiry skills
Creative thinking skills
Evaluation skills
Metacognition

Resources

Expose students to the tools,
methodologies, and written
text used by scientists.
Journals
Scientific organizations
Laboratory equipment
Procedures
Professional protocols

Field journals
Laboratory Reports
Manuscripts
New procedures
Data logs
Scale models
Technical writing & drawings
Products that inform
the general public

Ways to Foster
Authenticity in
Science
Classrooms

Process

Engage students in the same
processes that experts in the
field use to approach problems
of issues

Collaboration:
Scientists work together
to develop and critique
ideas
Allow gifted students
to work together at times in a
community of scientists.
Communication skills

Habits of Mind

Traits needed to tackle the
authentic problems of the
discipline

EXAMPLES OF GUIDING QUESTIONS
*How do practitioners organize knowledge in the discipline of science?
*What personality traits support productivity in fields of science?
*What are the ethical issues of fields of science?
*What are the indicators of quality in the field?
*How does science contribute to the betterment of your community and society?

why and how questions young people think of. Stemming from an
aligned framework of learning guided by state standards, an authentic
learning environment allows gifted students to practice as scientists, to
develop habits of mind consistent with the discipline, and to see the relevance of science to society. Effective curriculum moves students from
novice to expert participants in the discipline (Tomlinson et al., 2002).
My favorite days in the classroom were definitely messy and perhaps
chaotic to an outside observer. However, I enjoyed every one of those aha
and sometimes oh-no moments when my young scientists arrived at an
odd and surprising result, discovered a different way of carrying out a
procedure, modified a design to reflect optimal performance, or left the
classroom with ten more questions in their minds to ponder.
Engaging students in the discipline as practicing scientists and supporting them in this endeavor not only fuels the excitement of science
but also encourages them to reflect on themselves as learners and workers. In doing so, they connect their feelings, emotions, and learning styles
with the discipline. If we encouraged more bright kids to consider their
fit in fields such as chemistry and physics while feeling success, I often
wonder if we could retain more students in these fields.
In leading an inquiry into the nature of science, the following questions can be used to foster thinking:

MODIFYING SCIENCE CURRICULUM FOR GIFTED LEARNERS
The interaction of gifted students, an authentic learning environment, and an appropriately challenging curriculum motivates students to
GIFTED EDUCATION COMMUNICATOR WINTER 2006

What is science?
What is not science?
How is science organized?
How do scientists approach a problem?
How did the different fields of science emerge?
How does science contribute to knowledge?
How does experimentation become scientific knowledge?
What types of languages are used in science?
How is science communicated?
How is scientific literature reviewed before publication
(peer review)?
• Why is the discipline of science important to society?
Where is the meaning?
• How do we assess quality in science?
• What are the limitations of science?

see the joy of engaging in science. Unfortunately, the textbook is still widely used in schools as a passive learning tool
in which students read and answer questions. For gifted
students, this can result in boredom, frustration, and a lack
of passion for the discipline. How can educators and parents move a student with advanced abilities in science
towards expertise? Looking through the practice of scientists, the following strategies can be used to ignite potential.
Scientists make connections. The world itself is a natural integration of disciplines working together. Learning
experiences in the classroom should not differ. Scientists
routinely make relationships and associations across time,
perspectives, places, topics, and disciplines. Within a unit
of study, encourage gifted learners to seek:
• connections of big ideas, concepts, thinking processes,
and methodologies between seemingly unrelated disciplines. How does the way a biologist approaches a problem compare and
contrast to the way an anthropologist approaches a problem? How does
mathematics narrate the story of science? How can I apply skills learned
in science to fixing a problem at home? How does the quality of my work
in science compare to experts in the field? What is the essential connection
between chemistry and language arts?
• solutions to a problem that bridge differing perspectives! See the
example below.

Examples:
Persistence
Willingness to take risks
Willingness to critique ideas
Willingness to modify ideas
Self-motivation
Self-reflection

Identification of a problem
Self-designed research
Experimentation
Collaboration
Modification of process
Construction of a solution
Critique of a solution
Reflection

36

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

INTO PRACTICE: BRIDGING PERSPECTIVES
Lunar Real Estate: Sale or no sale?
Real estate in outer space is booming! There is no shortage of individuals and companies that have attempted to claim ownership to
the moon and other celestial bodies. As private entities join government agencies in the pursuit of space exploration, the regulation of space activity is under the close watch of developing and
spacefaring nations. After all, who owns space? How should we
use space resources in a way that is fair and equitable to all
nations? Space law, a relatively new and emerging field of law,
attempts to address these questions on a national and international level. Ideas for an independent study that exposes students to
the field of space law are outlined below. Teachers are encouraged
to integrate the ideas presented into their own class learning
objectives and shape the study to address individual student readiness, interest, and learning style!
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Assuming the role of space lawyers, challenge students to:
• become experts on the existing international space treaties that
guide space exploration for every country, government, and nongovernmental entity
• search for ways in which these treaties are perceived by different
people and entities
• assess the strengths and weaknesses of varying viewpoints regarding space exploration,
• determine the benefits of examining varied perspectives on the
regulation of space activity.
A special focus within this process should be given to the Moon
Treaty of 1984. Using key understandings from this process,
engage students in developing and presenting a well-supported
case (that can take a variety of forms) that addresses one or more
of the following questions:
• Should countries, governments, and non-governmental entities be
allowed to own property on the moon? Why or why not?
• The United States ultimately decided not to ratify the Moon Treaty of
1984. If our country was asked again to ratify the treaty, what should
be our stance? Why?
• How should the existing international treaties be modified to reflect
modern day space exploration interests (especially in light of commercial space travel)?
While recognizing that powerful and effective learning comes from
making relationships and associations across contexts and disciplines, this
study can be used to connect fields such as space science, law, government,
policy, business, and economics. Additionally, this inquiry can be utilized
to extend concepts such as change, equity, and perspective across different
contexts. Beginning resources for this study are listed below.
United Nations Office for Space Exploration: unoosa.org/oosa/index.html
International Institute of Space Law: iafastro-iisl.com/
The Space Policy Institute: gwu.edu/~spi/
Office of General Counsel (NASA): nasa.gov/offices/ogc/about/index.html
Space News: space.com

SCIENTISTS ARE PROBLEM-SOLVERS
Reading the news or watching television is a glaring reminder that the
world is full of problems needing solutions. Curriculum should move
students from consumers of knowledge to producers of knowledge in
seeking such solutions. The capacity to learn quickly and retain information is a frequently cited characteristic of gifted learners. Students who
advance quickly through the knowledge and skills of a unit may choose
to engage in a problem-based learning situation in which the student
works through a process similar to the following:
• Define a specific problem from a larger issue that is currently challenging
scientists. This problem should extend from the current unit of study (e.g.,
space pollution, destruction of rainforests, or outbreak of disease)
• Research the extent of the problem and existing solutions.
• Modify an existing solution or create a new solution.
• Develop a guide or rubric to critique the potential merit of the solution.
• Use the rubric or guide to critique the solution.
• Modify the solution if necessary.
• Develop an action plan to implement the solution. Who are the stakeholders? What are the financial obligations? Are there any ethical or
moral considerations?
Note that educators can modify factors such as the complexity of the

initial problem, critique and solution, the reading level of the resources,
or the level of scaffolding or support provided. At home, involve bright
kids in activities that stimulate hands-on problem solving such as taking
apart a bicycle, fixing a leaky facet, or building a model robot!

SCIENTISTS COLLABORATE
Participating in real world science often requires the ability to work
collaboratively in a team of researchers. For example, environmental scientists and chemists routinely work together in approaching situations
such as water pollution and the development of systems that minimize
unwanted elements in our environment. Submitting student work to a
practitioner in the field for on-going feedback is one way to foster collaboration and a passion for science between a gifted student and an expert.
This practitioner could be a veterinarian, architect, business owner, or
other community member. Along the same lines, internships, mentorships, and summer programs offer gifted students the opportunity to participate in and appreciate the collaborative nature of work in the sciences.
Educators, parents, and students can utilize the website duketipeog.com
to investigate programs for gifted learners around the nation.

SCIENTISTS ARE REFLECTIVE
Understanding ourselves as scientists begins with the realization that
our practices are shaped by our beliefs, values, and life experiences. To
understand our practices, we must understand ourselves. Challenge gifted students in the science classroom to:
• uncover the fundamental beliefs behind scientific theories and laws
that are generally agreed upon among scientists (e.g., physical laws
and evolving life).
• uncover reasons why scientists are hooked into their own theories.
• determine the limitations of current scientific theories. For example,
can we apply Newton’s laws of motion universally? How can we be
sure?
¨• Explain how different beliefs and values impact emerging scientific
experimentation.
• Maintain a journal that reflects a student’s scientific thinking and
changes in this thinking. How might a student’s scientific thinking
impact society? How does society impact student thinking?
The future is brimming with opportunities for gifted students in the
sciences. In supporting these students and bringing out the best in each
through responsive curriculum and instruction embedded in an authentic learning environment, educators and parents have the privilege of
opening doors of opportunities to these young scholars! ■
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IGNITING POETIC POTENTIAL
in Traditionally Underserved Gifted Adolescents
By Kristina Doubet
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When I dream, I dream good:
Mamas and daddies aren’t fighting in the hood.
Everyone is living life under the sun,
Everyone’s communicating—becoming one
If the world calmed down, the hurt wouldn’t fester,
We wouldn’t feel like we’d explode or always try to test ya.
No, I want a cool world—like sugary ice cream
Let’s come together and grant my dream.
—Jamal, 7th Grade

L

Let’s face it. Adolescents like Jamal who live life on “the edge”—who
struggle to find bits and pieces of the safety and acceptance that many
of us take for granted—are not likely to be energized by the prospect
of filling in the blanks of a formulaic Cinquain poem. What may
ignite their investment, however, is Wordsworth’s notion that poetry
is the “spontaneous overflow of powerful emotion.” Powerful emotion literally reigns supreme in the adolescent mind and body as it is
filtered through an overactive amygdala—the emotional center of the
brain—and circulated via an overabundant supply of hormones.
Such physiological and
emotional
states, combined
Deep down inside my heart,
with
the
pressures that
Rage stands, bitter and tart.
accompany
unstable
family
It knows just how to communicate,
lives,
insufficient
incomes,
How to clobber my every difference
and/or racial tensions, make
To make me ache.
it imperative for educators to
It knows just how to make me change,
respond to—rather than to
How to keep me always in its range.
ignore—the volatile nature of
To trap me in a fiery cage
There’s just no escaping
at-risk youngsters’ lives.
This burning Rage.
Poetry can be both an outlet
—Kira, 7th Grade
and a source of pride for such
students, but it must be real
poetry, authentic poetry—
poetry that oozes from the rhythms of their lives and poetry that voices the resounding ambivalence of their feelings about themselves and
their world.
I am a powder keg
My anger builds until someone makes
it explode.
I am an eraser–
Eliminating all the bad thoughts from
my mind.
I am an ant–
Everyone looks down on me.
I am nothing–
No one can see me.
But I am something–
Brilliant and intelligent.
Who am I?
Powder keg, eraser, ant, nothing, and
something.
I am
Me.
—April, 7th Grade

THE SETTING
One Virginia city middle
school took note of the discrepancies among the large
number of low-socio-economic status (SES) and
minority students the school
served and the small number
of such students represented
in “advanced” track classes—
classes that employed a highquality curriculum and
catered to those recognized as
gifted according to its formal
identification system. The
school acknowledged that, as
Lisa Delpit (1995) explains,
“Children who may be gifted
in real-life settings are often
at a loss when asked to exhib-

it knowledge solely through decontexualized paper-and-pencil exercises” (p. 173). In order to address these discrepancies, the school
created a “Talent Development” program targeting minority and
low-SES students who had earlier demonstrated academic promise
but who were now in danger of failing middle school. These students were invited to participate in the talent development program
with the understanding that they would be held to high expectations
(i.e., the honors curriculum) but would be given ample support to
help them achieve (skills reinforcement, after school tutoring, and
work sessions).
These students, however, required more than these concrete forms
of support to be successful; they also required emotional and social
scaffolding. African-American students tend to “hold dual beliefs
about achievement, believing in the American Dream and the work
ethic, while simultaneously holding pessimistic beliefs about the efficacy of hard work and effort” (Ford, 1993, p.79). The “counter-narrative” once present in the Black culture—that African American children are gifted, that children of Color are contributors, that education
can truly help you to “Be Somebody”—is fading in the cacophony of
societal messages that contradict that song (Perry, 2003).
It is therefore imperative for classroom teachers to trumpet this
song in such a way that Black students can see that the heart and effort
they put into their schooling will be recognized and is worth the exertion they expend. African-American children must be both told and
shown—repeatedly—that intelligence is dynamic and that effort can
and will result in growth and productivity (Steele, 2003).
Furthermore, it is imperative that Black students see themselves
reflected in the curriculum as well as in instructional tools and materials. Adolescents in general crave this relevance and identification
(Bowers, 2000; Jackson & Davis, 2000); educators need to work even
more diligently to find these reflections for children of Color because
they are not so readily available or celebrated by society.

THE POWER OF LANGUAGE
This poetry unit was designed to let students experience the power
of language as a means of communicating their unique perspectives,
affecting change, and creating beauty (in both the conventional and
unconventional sense). While not explicitly stated in lesson plans, the
underlying current throughout the unit was “Look what words can
do! Look what these people’s words could do! Look what my words
can do!” Students studied the work of poets and song writers from
diverse cultures and time periods. Poems were selected so that students of all races had the chance to see their own faces reflected in the
faces of the poets studied.
This unit was a departure from the typical middle school poetry
unit that typically features:
• an emphasis on poetic devices
• the creation of formulaic poetry
Poetic devices were indeed both defined and applied, but only as
students noticed them in other poets’ work and sought to use them in
their own writing. A careful selection of poems containing a vast array
of devices and techniques lent itself to this approach. Outlining such
target terms in the unit goals can help teachers create a “roadmap” that
will assist them with poem selection.
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In an effort to help students discover their own writer’s voice, “formulas” were not generally used in this unit. Allowing for multiple means
and modes of expression is a vital component of curriculum for culturally diverse students; it allows teachers to discover and recognize the different ways in which talent manifests itself in various cultures (Borland,
2004). A reliance on poetic formulas not only robs the student poet of
an authentic experience, but can also highlight student weaknesses while
hiding creative strengths. This must be avoided, for as Delpit puts it
(1995, p. 173), “not knowing students’ strengths can lead to our ‘teaching down’ to children”—especially those who don’t fit the traditional
learning mold. To avoid this trap, this unit featured poetry itself as the
inspiration for students’ creations. The poems selected centered on the
driving concepts of the year (language; power; conflict; perspective); this
conceptual focus allowed the teacher and students to:
• study poets from diverse cultures and time periods who address related issues
• use these issues as the foundation for the creation of poetry (rather than
using a formula or poetic devices as the foundation)
• avoid the assumption of deficits in skill or understanding and,
instead, use formative assessment to use scaffolding (e.g., line starters
or other templates) on an as-needed basis.
All three of these principles brought students closer to behaving as
poets—as the disciplinarians of the field. Poets do not begin writing with
an outline that’s been handed to them by someone else; neither do they
begin with an end goal of learning and using certain terminology and
become inspired by this! Rather, as Wordsworth suggests, strong emotion
serves as the ultimate muse of poets, and poetic devices function as their
tools of the trade—not the trade itself. By focusing on poets/songwriters,
poems/songs and concepts that students could relate to, this unit helped
them tap into their own strong emotion and to find their own unique,
authentic poetic voices.

WHAT IS POETIC?
Adolescents, regardless of their backgrounds, work best when they
find meaning and relevance in their work; unfortunately, the at-risk middle school students in this study had little opportunity to discover such
connections. Prior to beginning the talent development program, their
learning experiences could best be described as “remediation, remediation, remediation” combined with content that seemed remote and disconnected from their lives. Unfortunately, instruction for at risk students
“…usually focuses on research that links failure and socioeconomic status, failure and cultural differences…” Such a focus creates a tendency to
“assume deficits in students rather than to locate and to teach to
strengths” (Delpit, 1995, p. 172). These students had certainly experienced this kind of rote instruction.
As seventh-grade Louie put it, “I used to read poetry and I was in
Boresville. I hated it, so I was very unhappy to know we were going to be
writing it!”
Therefore, it was vital that students entered the poetry unit with
some sense of how poetry was relevant to what they cared about. Music
offered the perfect avenue for such connection, so the first lesson featured students bringing in song lyrics (edited for school-appropriateness)
that they believed were particularly powerful. Students wrote letters to
classmates defending their lyric choices and shared these letters with each
other before contributing to a class list of “Powerful Lyric Criteria.”
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STUDENT LIST OF POWERFUL LYRIC CRITERIA
• It really explains how the speaker feels
• Voice – you know the speaker’s personality
• Shows the speaker’s style (the way s/he says things)
• Communicates emotions through both words and rhythm
Words:
• uses details so that you can picture it or feel it
• tells about past experiences/memories
• uses unusual comparisons
• uses strong words – “Cadillac Words”
Mood: is pleasing or disturbing
Rhythm:
• accentuates words to create rhythm
• moves in “steady waves”
• a “flow” pulls you through the song
FIGURE 1

Unwittingly, students had successfully created the rubric by which
their poems would be evaluated—both by one another and by their
teacher. Although this announcement was initially greeted with groans
of, “Man! Why were we so hard on ourselves?” students were generally
accepting of the new grading system; they reasoned it would, in essence,
encourage them to emulate the artists they admired.

FIRE-STARTER POEMS
Because student textbooks were devoid of poems from cultures and
backgrounds other than the majority, a trip to the bookstore was necessary to locate poems written by poets whose faces and backgrounds
reflected those of the students. “A Dream Deferred” by Langston Hughes
was first on the docket, but students were not given the entire poem;
rather, they were introduced to certain key words from the poem—out
of context—and asked to write a free-association phrase that contained
the word. Students were instructed to attempt to make the lines fit
together, thematically—but this was not a requirement.
Students were presented with the following “fire-starter words from
“A Dream Deferred,” one at a time, in the following order: dream; fester;
sugar; heavy; and explode. A discussion ensued about the meaning of “fester,” the most common response to which was “Eeewww!” (a sure sign of
a “Cadillac word,” they agreed). Students were then given time to
rearrange their lines of poetry, to add and subtract words as necessary, to
rewrite, and eventually to share their creations with the class. There were
many enthusiastic “takers” to the latter invitation, among them Jamal,
whose poem began this article. The pride he showed in his creation was
a groundbreaking experience for this young man who normally avoided
writing at all costs.
When asked if they wanted to see where their “fire starter” words had
come from, students responded with a resounding “yes!” There was
instant investment in Langston Hughes’ work, and students eagerly dissected his meaning, mused about his word choice, and compared his
themes to that of their own poems. When offered the chance to complete
another fire-starter poem, students enthusiastically accepted, but some
asked if they could see all the words ahead of time.
The next class period, students were given a choice to take a list of
fire-starter words from James Berry’s poem, “What Do We Do with a
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Variation?” and head to the back of the room to begin writing; or they
could stay at the front of the room to hear the words one at a time, maintaining the element of surprise. Both groups of students dug eagerly into
the following words from Berry’s poem: difference, clobber, rage, communicate, and down. Students completed their poems in the same manner
they had with Hughes’ words, this time exercising a bit more freedom in
how they arranged their lines. Kira’s poem, “Rage”—displayed above—
illustrates this increasing level of sophistication and fluidity.
After sharing their own creations, students settled into a Socratic
Seminar on Berry’s poem, discussing his hypotheses about how people
treat those different from the rest of the crowd—a significant theme for
middle schoolers, to say the least. Students expressed and defended their
varying opinions about the most fitting analogy Berry offered (e.g., “Do
we stand and discuss its oddity? Do we move around it in rage and enlist
the rage of others?”). In this focused and at times, heated discussion, students supported their arguments with both evidence from the poem and
examples from their lives. Afterward, they were congratulated for the
manner in which they had conducted themselves, the authentic, expertlike ideas they had discussed, and the depths to which they had reached
in supporting their arguments.
Imagery and personification had been key elements of figurative
language featured in the “fire starter” poems; the discussion of these
techniques flowed naturally from an examination of the language used
by the poets, as well as by their seventh-grade emulators. This was
important because the state standards dictated that students be able to
recognize and analyze poets’ use of such figurative language. Even more
important, however, were students’ authentic experiences with these literary techniques: they recognized, understood, and especially used figurative language to explain and discuss important ideas about the world
and themselves.

“ME METAPHOR” POEMS
Such was true for the next poetry assignment, “Me Metaphor”
poems. Students used the keystone of figurative language, the metaphor,
to describe the essence of who they were. In preparation for the lesson,
students completed the following exit card:
EXIT CARD
Name:

Period:

1. What is a “metaphor”?
2. Give at least two examples.
3. Explain why songwriters and poets use metaphors.
FIGURE 2

Answers to these formative assessment questions revealed which students grasped the definition and purpose of metaphors and were ready
to exercise their understanding and which students required further
instruction before they would be able to develop their own metaphorical descriptions.
The lesson began with the full-class journal prompt: Describe yourself in such a way that, after reading your description, someone who had
never met you would feel as if they had known you their entire lives. Such
a multi-faceted prompt encouraged students to be thorough and specific in their descriptions, to reflect on their unique characteristics, and to
describe them in vivid detail. This journal entry set the stage for the
next poetry assignment titled “Me Metaphor” poems. A small group of
students who on the previous day’s exit card demonstrated an advanced
understanding of the purpose and use of metaphors were instructed to

use their self-descriptions as fodder for the following assignment listed
on a task card:
“ME METAPHOR” POEM ASSIGNMENT 1
Choose something to compare yourself to. It can be something in
nature, a machine of sorts, a song, a force, an animal, a color. The
only thing it can’t be is another person. Strive to continue your
analogy for at least 4 stanzas and to capture all aspects of your personality. Line lengths in stanzas can vary.
FIGURE 3

The remainder of the class received a mini-lesson on similes and
metaphors that featured examples from the poems studied in the previous lesson and those from students’ own work to explain the purpose and
use of such analogies. Students shared select descriptions of themselves
from their free-writes and the group worked together to generate
metaphors that would appropriately capture these descriptions. At the
completion of this explanation, the mini-lesson group was given the following assignment along with the option to either begin work immediately or to remain with the teacher for further practice and explanation:
“ME METAPHOR” POEM ASSIGNMENT 2
Write a poem describing all aspects of your personality using a
series of metaphors and similes. Strive for about 5-7 couplets. See
pages 314-315 in your text for the definition of “couplet” and be
prepared to explain it to your classmates.
FIGURE 4
CALIFORNIA ASSOCIATION FOR THE GIFTED
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Black is hatred building in my mind,
This assignment stresses the same understanding, knowledge, and
skills as does the first “Me Metaphor” assignment, but it does so in a more
structured, supported manner. The first assignment required students to
continue a single analogy—one that communicates different aspects of
their personalities—throughout the course of an entire poem. This called
for a more complex utilization of
I am Love–
metaphor than did comparing differI am cherished.
ent aspects of one’s self to several difI am looked for often,
ferent things (assignment 2). Thus,
But seldom found…
all students were supported and challenged at the proper level.
Yet, when it came time to share
I am Love–
poems,
all students—no matter
sometimes sweet,
which
version
of the assignment they
But always with the potential
had
completed—shared
poems
To bite you in the back…
which communicated equal depth of
feeling and an equal feeling of
I am Love–
respectfulness. April’s poem, featured
Oh-so-precious,
earlier in the article, illustrates prodBut you’d better believe you can see
ucts derived from the second assignThe ugly side of me…
ment, while Jasmyn’s poem, to the
left, represents those completed in
I am Love–
response to the more complex verA big heart full of joy,
sion of the assignment, the extended
A calm, quiet day with
metaphor (or conceit).
a big storm brewing,
Students from both instructional
A bird soaring higher and higher
groups were very invested in this
Into that dangerous sky.
assignment. After all, it was about
—Jasmyn
adolescents’ favorite subject—themselves! More importantly, the assignment asked students to stretch their descriptive powers even as they celebrated their uniqueness and to produce work of which they could be
proud. Students like Louie were beginning to understand that poetry was
not as disconnected from their lives as they had imagined.

MODEL POETRY
The rest of the unit called for students to study the works of poets both
famous and obscure and to emulate their work in subject and/or in form.
They read poems from Hailstones and Halibut Bones (O’Neill, 1961) and
wrote their own color poems, oozing with both imagery and emotion. They
read Georgia Ella Lyon’s reminiscent “Where I’m From,” and composed
remembrances of their own childhood, artfully integrating the symbols and
images associated with them. They examined and discussed poems describing all kinds of conflicts, from Alice Walker’s admonition about self image
in “Without Commercials” to Sylvia Plath’s bitter reflections in “The
Rival.” Many of these poems were examined and shared in “jigsaw” fashion
with students examining poems they had either chosen (interest) or been
assigned (readiness), explicating them in small groups, and sharing their
findings with the class. In each case, the poems featured devices or themes
that had served as the inspiration for students’ own creations.
Although poems like Louie’s were startling in their seemingly dark and
brooding nature, they actually served as outlets for these young students who
were experiencing so much at such a young age:
I came into that color poem with a lot of anger, but by the time I
was done writing I realized I had gotten all my feelings out. I felt
ten times better because I wasn’t holding all my emotions in any
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more. I was writing
from my heart. I also
felt like I had finally
done something well,
and I felt like jumping inside! — Louie.

Blocking all I see, making me go blind
Not able to sleep, just lying in my bed
With all of this blackness going through
my head
The black is building up—I can’t make it stop
Black builds up like a heavy tear, just waiting

to drop
As this unit progressed, students fell
So many tears, so many years….
more and more in love
Black is the tear now running down my cheek,
with using “Cadillac
Tears so wet, so cold, having chills for a week
words” in their descripBlack is the small spot in the back of my brain
tions, with capturing
A small spot that lingers, driving me insane
their feelings in unusual
—Louie
comparisons, and especially with using language to create mystery. Much of this excitement and love grew out of the
spontaneous discussions arising from what students themselves brought
to the explication and creation of poetry.
The most important “teaching” lessons learned from the implementation of this unit were to:
• keep one’s finger to the pulse of what kids were thinking, feeling, and
struggling with in terms of writing and in terms of life
• be quiet! Let the students do the talking and the discovering! It’s amazing what happens when students who have previously been restricted
by the boundaries of a “one-size-fits-all” educational system have the
chance to break out and “showcase their brilliance” (Perry, 2003).
I love what we’ve been able to accomplish! You really pushed us beyond
what we thought was our limit. I never knew that I could write, but with my
imagination and your encouragement, I did it…! I’m going to keep on writing, and I’ll be sending you more poems! —Kira ■
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Qualities of Successful
Middle School Teachers
and Successful
Teachers of the Gifted
From Educating Gifted Students in
Middle School by Susan Rakow
CHARACTERISTICS OF SUCCESSFUL MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHERS
Professional Attributes
• Special preparation to work with this age group
• In-depth understanding and knowledge of young adolescents’ developmental characteristics and needs and the knowledge and skills to support a safe and healthy school environment for them
• A strong conceptual grasp of and advanced coursework in two academic disciplines that can
support interdisciplinary curricula and instruction; mastery of the skills to connect these to
how early adolescents learn best
• Familiar with a wide variety of appropriate teaching strategies, including cooperative
learning, problem-based learning, differentiated instruction, and other active and engaging approaches
• Understanding of how effective interdisciplinary teams and advisory programs work
• Skills in constructing and using a variety of assessment techniques, ranging from traditional testing, to authentic assessments, portfolios, exhibitions, and open-ended problems, and
the ability to use ongoing assessment to guide instructional decisions
• Understanding of the value of continued professional development and its connection to
instructional improvement and student success; a lifelong learner
• Capacity to communicate and collaborate with families and community members in support
of students and the school
• Capability of being effective collaborators who know how to form learning partnerships with
their students, other professionals, and parents
Personal Attributes
• “The most important quality middle school teachers bring to their classroom is their commitment to the young adolescents they teach.” (NMSA, 2001, p. 11)
• A genuine interest in and liking of middle school students; value working with this age and
are willing and able to act as advocates, advisors, and mentors
• Act as role models, holding high expectations for themselves and their students; dually committed to significant academic learning and developmentally appropriate contexts; demonstrate empathy while engaging students in significant academic learning
• Sensitive to individual differences; are supportive and responsive to diversity
• Self-understanding, including how they as individuals can best contribute to effective teaming
• Flexible
• Self-confident
• Sense of humor
• Value interdisciplinary studies and integrative learning
Political Attributes
• Willingness and preparedness to participate actively in the school’s governance system
• Willingness and preparedness to advocate for developmentally responsive reforms that benefit middle school students and enhance their achievement and well-being

CHARACTERISTICS OF SUCCESSFUL TEACHERS OF THE GIFTED
Professional Attributes
• Special preparation in gifted and talented education
• In-depth understanding and knowledge of the special talents, needs, and problems of gifted
students and ability to promote a positive self-image among students; are accepting of gifted children and their “quirks”
• Expertise and depth of knowledge in, as well as a passion for, a specific academic area and
understanding of the relatedness of knowledge
• Highly developed teaching skills, including knowledge and application of diverse methods
that emphasize being a facilitator of learning, rather than a disseminator of knowledge; use
of penetrating questions that give students time to think and to express themselves; use of
a fast learning pace; enthusiasm for teaching; provide useful and accurate feedback
• Expertise in differentiation of curricula and instruction for gifted, talented, and
advanced learners
• Involved in ongoing self-directed professional development, as well as the capability to conduct staff-development sessions within the school and district
• Capacity to communicate and collaborate with families of gifted students and the ability to
encourage them to find and take advantage of experiences available for their children
through college and community resources
Personal Attributes
• “The most vital qualification . . . is a personal sense of conviction about the field itself.”
(Delisle & Lewis, 2003, p. 1)
• A genuine interest in and liking of gifted learners; capacity to advocate for them tirelessly
and creatively
• Act as role models for young teens, valuing high standards and achievements, as well as
social and emotional well-being that comes from accepting challenges and succeeding; selfdirected in their own learning with a love for new, advanced knowledge and learning; recognize the importance of intellectual development—not just interested in “feeling good about
yourself ” or “classroom community”; capable of sensitively and knowingly responding at
gifted children’s intellectual level
• Recognize, respect, and believe in individual differences and individualization; support each
child’s uniqueness; welcome new ways of expression and different opinions
• Self-understanding and emotional maturity
• Flexible, creative, and open-minded; able to suggest new and alternative ways of viewing a
problem; high degree of intellectual honesty—able to admit when they don’t know something or are wrong and, similarly, understand that even gifted children make mistakes and
don’t know everything
• Level-headed and emotionally stable—can handle the sensitivity and intensity of gifted
youngsters; not easily threatened by a child’s disagreement or challenge
• Patient
• Sense of humor
• High degree of intelligence—don’t have to be identified gifted, but it is important that they
are able to think quickly and use language well
• Possess a wide variety of interests
Political Attributes
• Skills in persuasiveness, troubleshooting, problem solving, and finding common ground
among disparate voices; possession of a very thick skin
• Able and willing to advocate for what gifted students need, including how to apply for funding Successful Teachers of the Gifted
Editor’s Note* Table 4.1, “Qualities of Successful Middle Teachers” and “Successful Teachers of
the Gifted” is printed with permission of Prufrock Press, Inc. It is from Educating Gifted Students
in Middle School: A Practical Guide by Susan Rakow, pp. 80–81, published in 2005 and reviewed
in this journal on p. 55. Prufrock Press may be found on the Web at: (http://www.prufrock.com).
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HANDS ON CURRICULUM
By Jim Riley and Ann MacDonald

In Other’s Words

W

W hen middle school gifted learners are ready for a writing project
beyond assembling cohesive paragraphs, it might be time to formalize the skill of composing in the voice of various characters.
This lesson looks at the technique of reproducing the speech pattern of others, the venues where this ability is used, and a novel way
to have complex ideas “translated.”
The move towards standards-based curriculum is nationwide.
Although the following standards are from California, most states
have similar wording.
VOCABULARY AND CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT
1.1 Analyze idioms, analogies, metaphors, and similes to
infer the literal and figurative meanings of phrases.
1.2 Understand the most important points in the history of
English language and use common word origins to determine the historical influences on English word meanings.
1.3 Use word meanings within the appropriate context and
show ability to verify those meanings by definition, restatement, example, comparison, or contrast.

FROM THE NAGC GATE STANDARDS
The differentiated curriculum focuses primarily on depth
and complexity of content, advanced or accelerated pacing of
content and novelty (unique and original expressions of student understanding).
Hear it. For young people, being subjected to the sound of
authoritative figures in their lives—“If her family wants to do that
sort of thing, that’s their decision, but you, young man….”—is a
familiar experience. Mimicking that sound is not uncommon.
So how about that same declaration presented as an answering
service: “Your tantrum is important to us; however, our values are currently set in stone. Please enter the number of the unreasonable option
you have in mind, and we will have the first available parent….”
Maybe as a Congressional speech: “Friends on both sides of the
fence, there comes a time in the life of a family when powerful interests
need to be held in check, enabling us to consider a strategy that….”
Perhaps a wicked witch: “Well, my innocent one, I see you have
been trying to escape the boundaries of my power. A little protection
is in your stars. Let me stir up some consequences that will….”
Begin with proverbs. Introduce listening for style by reading
some “wisdom” recast in various voices. Encourage guessing as to
who might be saying what. Here are some quizzical examples by
your editors for both older and younger classes to figure out:
44
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Grass can be keener if only you’ll go
‘Round the yard, ‘round the fence
Where the greener greens grow.
The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence—Seussian.
To act precipitously; an abrupt passing from a safe condition into
a possibly hazardous locale, especially unwise if undertaken without a preceding look. Antonym: consider.
Look before you leap—dictionary.
The path a youth will take can oft be seen
As in an apple, bearing seeds that grow
So close to that which bore the life anew.
The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree—Shakespearean.
Like, I’m so into shagging big bucks. But from pennies? Yeah,
right.
A penny saved is a penny earned—teenager.
Whaddya mean timeout? He hit me first! What’s wrong with
that?
Two wrongs don’t make a right—cantankerous child.
Behold—the location of beauty! Find it where you see it! For a
limited time only, restrictions apply.
Beauty is in the eye of the beholder—advertisement.
Try it. Now, ask students to take on their own targets. Provide
a starter by brainstorming a list of various styles: TV ads, movie
celebrities, teenagers, textbooks, nursery rhymes, politicians,
newscasters, rap stars, and so on.
Continuing with the use of proverbs, discuss likely linkages
between the styles and possible messages. Remember to keep the
theme simple, so the variation will be clear.
After there has been time to write, maybe the next day, provide
a real-audience test for the students by letting them read their
efforts aloud and having the class guess the message and the
intended voice. To use the results of this exercise for display or
inclusion in a class journal, suggest that line drawings accompany
the words.
Analyze it. What is involved when you are asked to “put it in
your own words”? What are the parts of language that make the
speaker—the source—identifiable?
Read short passages from authors you have studied in class,
authors your students are familiar with. Note characteristics that
profile individual speech patterns, especially clues other than sub-
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ject matter. Discuss these elements, soliciting examples from the
students:
Vocabulary choices. The fast-changing teenage-speak is purposely indecipherable adult-wise—totally. And, there are numerous authority figures that eschew simplicity, thereby instituting
multisyllabic verbosity. And it is harder than you think to use the
short list of short words for “short” students.
Sentence structure. Length is a natural variable. Also, it not
unusual to encounter, at least in the necessarily unedited—and
therefore often difficult to follow, but none-the-less sincere—convoluted pattern of off-the-cuff speakers who are not too sure
where they are going, either.
Overall tone. How is this like guessing a composer by listening for the choice of instruments or the density of the orchestration? Listen for symbolic language. Listen for patterns of sound—
both consonant and vowel. Listen for the balance of narration
and dialogue. Listen for placement of topic sentences. Tone is a
complex structure, hard to hack.
Elicit uses for this skill of “characterizing” speech. In what formats is it necessary not just to include a variety of perspectives,
but to write in the authentic voice of those differentiated viewpoints? Here are some talking points for real-world applications:
Plays. This form is, of course, the most concentrated application of personalized speech. For the playwright, after the difficult
decision of what to say, comes the need for a finely tuned ear
guiding how to say it. For the actor, body language is a helpful
supplement, but the basic choice of words must be fitting.
Novels and short stories. The mix of narration and dialogue
puts a lesser burden on conveying tone with spoken words, but
authentic speech patterns remain imperative.
Comedians and impersonators. How does the class clown
mimic his favorite teacher? The entertainment value comes from
exaggeration of recognizable faults in expression. Faults?!
Upgrade it. A short passage from your curriculum that merits
special attention can be placed in the spotlight by having students
recast the important idea in a contemporary voice. Both the essence
of the thought and the context of the new speaker are linked.
Select a passage having substance and relevance from a historical document or a telling piece of literature—as in the developed
example below. Students might want to choose their own material, but there is added dimension when diverse voices illuminate
the same message.
The following is a secondary class assignment by Jim
Robinson, San Diego City Schools, using present-day voices to
connect with a universal idea from a classic Latin poem.
Elementary students will have firsthand familiarity with the phenomenon discussed, but might not have thought through the
resulting dilemma.
This passage by the Roman poet Catullus concerns both love
and hate experienced at the same time toward the same object.
The class will recognize that this combination of feelings can be

directed not only toward parents, for instance, who must both
discipline and support their ambivalent children, but also toward
inanimate objects such as the computer, which both enables
progress and occasionally, incomprehensively, prevents it.
Here is the Latin and a literal translation, followed by student
versions:
Odi et amo. Quare id faciam, fortasse requiris. Nescio, sed fieri
sentio et excrucior.
I hate and (simultaneously) I love. Why I do so, perhaps you
ask. I do not know, but I feel it and it is excruciating.
“Hobbes, I have a question.” “Yeah?” “There is a tiger—
who shall remain unnamed—that I love, yet, since he
pounces on me everyday, I hate.” “How do you do that?”
“How should I know, I’m only six. And it hurts so much I
don’t want to find out. And besides, IT’S SUMMER!” —
Francis
Through the centuries, hate and love have always been simultaneously in existence. The resulting pain has continued to be a
problem in everyday life throughout all societies. This has been
felt strongly by people, and they have been in considerable agony.
See also stress.—Karl
Hey man! I love and hate this bogus mess. I want the pain
out of my face ‘cause I could wipe out, dude. —Anny
Mary had a little hate and a little love. She didn’t know what
to do.
And everywhere that Mary went, pain was sure to come,
too.—Amy
Far from elementary, my dear Watson, is the kinship between
love and hate. It vexes and pains me greatly that even I, a master sleuth, am unable to solve this mysterious puzzle.—
Garrison
I abhor and adore in a state of simultaneity. I do not possess any erudition on how such a condition is feasible.
Nevertheless, it is palpable and poignant.—Greg ■
JIM RILEY and ANN MACDONALD are the editors of the Hands-on-Curriculum department
of the Gifted Education Communicator. They taught in the San Diego City School’s
Seminar program for the highly gifted.
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CARPE DIEM
By Elaine S. Wiener

Paying Homage

M

Middle school is a mystery—especially to
those of us who teach elementary school
and teach all subjects. To those of us who
are parents, middle school students are also
enigmas, and we are grateful that there are
teachers who love that age, who savor that
curriculum, and who dare to care for our
children. Sometimes we are pathetically
grateful! A friend used to say that God
made babies adorable so we don’t throw
them away when they are fourteen. I’m still
laughing at that thought!
From learning to read and then reading
to learn, the atmosphere in elementary
school is nurturing. The child is (should be)
the primary importance, and the curriculum, though vital, is a secondary value.
That all changes in middle school
because the reading to learn component
becomes specialized, and the ability to
understand, sequence, and pace is now a
priority. The nurturing may still be needed—and we know it is—but it becomes
hidden behind multiple curriculum
demands and the bravado of a teenager’s
need to assert independence as a parent’s
power to guide or
control is diminished. Gratitude for
those who work with
these middle school
students is a feeling
that
should
be
expressed in this issue
because these are
such trying years.
So what can be
done about all these
multiple challenges to
students, parents, and
teachers?
There is a myriad of attempted solutions
and even many more gurus sharing their
wisdom, but once in a while, an educator is
so much larger than life that his influence
encompasses all of education. His teaching
so specifically addresses our gifted viewpoints even though that wasn’t the original
intent. Neil Postman died in 2003, and
those of us who believed in his philosophy
and were educated by him from the beginning of our careers, grieved as though we
lost a member of our own family.
In 1958, Neil Postman received his doctorate in education from New York
University and taught there until 2002. He
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held various posts, wrote 20 books, was a
gifted speaker all over the world, wrote
more than 200 articles for the most prestigious magazines in the country, and
received multiple awards— but above all,
he considered himself a teacher. He even
taught elementary school at the beginning
of his career and had a perspective which
was inclusive for all levels of teaching.
I hope you recognize some of these titles,
and if not, I hope you now read these books.
They are ageless and consistently sell,
year after year. The fact that only one has
gone out of print tells us something important. Our quest for solutions in middle
school can be subtly—and sometimes not
so subtly—found in Postman’s global viewpoint. This is a partial list of his writings:
Television and the Teaching of English (1961)
Teaching as a Subversive Activity (1969) with
Charles Weingartner
The School Book: for people who want to
know what all the hollering is all about
(1973) with Charles Weingartner
The Disappearance of Childhood (1982)
Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse
in the Age of Show Business (1985)
Technology: the Surrender of Culture to
Technology (1992)
The End of Education: Redefining the Value
of School (1995)
Some wonderful quotes from The End
of Education:
Without a narrative, life has no
meaning. Without meaning, learning has no purpose. Without a purpose, schools are houses of detention,
not attention.
Neil Postman
The American Constitution is not a
catechism, but a hypothesis.
Neil Postman
Technology is the knack of so arranging the world that we do not experience it.
Max Frisch
I risk contradicting John Dewey’s
most famous aphorism by saying
that though we may learn by
doing, we learn more by fail-

ing—by trial and error, by making mistakes, correcting them,
making more mistakes, correcting them, and so on. We are all
in need of remedial work, all the
time.
Neil Postman
The opposite of a correct statement is an incorrect statement,
but the opposite of a profound
truth is another profound truth.
Niels Bohr
I believe Bertrand Russell…said that
the purpose of education is to help students defend themselves against “the
seductions of eloquence,” their own
“eloquence” as well as that of others.
Neil Postman
Then how is it possible that that no
more than one in a hundred students
has ever been exposed to an extended and systematic study of the art
and science of question asking?
Neil Postman
In fact, the assumption that smartness
is something you have has led to such
nonsensical terms as over-and underachievers. As I understand it, an overachiever is someone who doesn’t have
much smartness but does a lot of
smart things. An underachiever is
someone who has a lot of smartness
but does a lot of dumb things.
Neil Postman
Neil Postman loved metaphors to
express himself about America and about
language. My favorite Postman line—and
oh, so many other people’s favorite
Postman line—is from The Disappearance
of Childhood (1982):
“Children are the living messages we
send to a time we will not see.” ■
ELAINE S. WIENER is Associate Editor for Book Reviews
for the Gifted Education Communicator. She is retired
from the Garden Grove Unified School District GATE program. She can be reached at: esw.ca@wortldnet.att.net.
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TEACHER TALK
By Carol Ann Tomlinson

Learning from Middle Schoolers

S

Some of my colleagues talk about knowing they were going to be teachers by
the time they were six. They taught their
dolls or coached swim teams with the
clear sense that these endeavors, pleasant though they might be, were proxies
for the real thing—having one’s own
classroom. It wasn’t like that for me.
My mom was a teacher, but I never
had the inclination to follow in her
footsteps. I don’t know why. She loved
what she did and was excellent in each
of her educator roles over the years. I
just never thought of myself as a
teacher. Then it got worse.
When I was a sixth grader, I moved
to a new town, a new school. I was too
tall, had very long hair (which was an
oddity in that place), and couldn’t
quite adapt to the large size of the
school. My mom was in that school,
too. My chief recollection of that year
is visceral—a rock-in-the-pit-of-thestomach feeling that occurred each
time I learned at home that a teacher
or the principal had told my mom
something about me.
I wasn’t a bad kid. In fact, my driving ambition that year was to be invisible. The stories passed on to my mom
were not ones that cast me in a terrible
light. It was that they cast me in any
light at all that eroded what little sense
of self that I retained at that point. My
mom didn’t use the information in any
negative way. I just hated that she was
even a passive recipient of my misery.
There’s not a lot of logic here, I
know, but all those feelings got glued
on to school and teachers and teaching—and I moved from not seeing
myself as a teacher to feelings of aversion about teaching. I vowed that I
would never teach.
C A L I F O R N I A A S S O C I AT I O N F O R T H E G I F T E D
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My mother was a young person during the depression. That
timing and the early death of her parents imbued her with a
profound conviction that a young woman should be able to provide for herself. In her day, that meant teaching or nursing. She
paid the tuition for my college and she was willing to support
any worthwhile direction I had for my life—with one caveat. I
could study what I wanted but also had to take education courses so I could support myself if that became necessary. Again, of
course, there’s some logic missing. The course of study I was
pursuing was not intended to ensure my unsuitability for paying jobs! But she had the checkbook, and I took the required
education courses—grumbling all along the way. Each of the
courses seemed wasteful to me—vacuous, tedious, and certainly irrelevant to my evolving personhood.
I made a second vow somewhere along the way. I really can’t
recall what prompted it, but it was that if I ever taught—which I
most assuredly was not going to do—I would not teach in middle
school (junior high at that time). While the impetus for the vow has
left me, I recall the reason quite clearly. I
had been such a miserable young adolescent that I could not imagine intentionally exposing myself to that level of misery
for the duration of a career—or for fifteen
minutes, for that matter.
The next parts of the story get a bit
long, but the punch line is that I got a
job that must surely have broken the
Guiness world record for most devastatingly boring. In a moment of desperation
at lunch one day in late October that
year, I read an ad in the local paper for a
teaching job that was immediately available, took the afternoon off,
applied for the job, and began my accidental career on Halloween.
My mom was generous enough never to say, “I told you so.” She
never even said anything when I finally landed in a middle school
where I taught with exquisite pleasure for two decades.

A SECOND LOOK AT EARLY ADOLESCENCE
Needless to say, keeping the company of young adolescents for
twenty years gave me ample opportunity to re-visit my conclusions about that developmental stage in the lives of young people.
It would be convenient—satisfying somehow—to say that I discovered I was wrong about the early teens as a time of angst. In
truth, of course, I simply became more intimately acquainted
with the angst. Middle school is a time of sturm und drang. It
may, in fact, define that phrase.
Few humans embrace drastic, involuntary change, and early adolescence is one of the most change-riddled times of life, coming perversely at a period in which a human being is vulnerable to almost
everything and ill-equipped to manage much of anything. So on one
level, I spent the bulk of my career mingling with misery.
I arrived at middle school by accident. I stayed because there
was so much there for me to learn. It turns out that young adolescents live on a fulcrum between childhood and adulthood,
embodying traits of both. Becoming an observer of kids on the
fulcrum is a reminder that each time in life has its charms—and
48
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its liabilities. When I saw childhood and adulthood cohabit with
the kids (and that was often just moments before I saw them clash
in a war of wills), I knew the transitional dance—ephemeral as it
was—contained a kind of wisdom.
No one aspires to be a child forever, yet there are likely few
happy adults who don’t retain a bit of childhood. I gleaned some
important life insights from these kids teetering between what has
been and what might be. On my good days, I try to exercise what
I learned. Here are a half-dozen of my favorite lessons from the
kids in-between.
Live with hope—and skepticism. Young adolescents are relatively naïve (or at least the lucky ones are). They want to change the
world and believe they can. At the same time, they are learning that
adults, peers, and institutions are not as trustworthy as they once
had assumed. To live only with hope can become delusional. But to
live with hope and a raised eyebrow strikes a pretty good balance.
Strike out on your own—and know where the laps are.
Young adolescents are propelled toward independence, even when
they clearly are not ready to go it alone. The adult they are trying
to become will break out of the confines of childhood. When the
rush toward autonomy becomes too scary, young adolescents opt
briefly for childhood and go in quest of a good lap—mom’s, dad’s,
grandma’s—a place to seek shelter and affirmation before trying
again to evolve as a “free-standing” adult. As it happens, of course,
we never finish evolving and the evolution is still scary even decades
after we check early adolescence off our list of things to do. It’s good
to remember that “becoming” is a life’s work and that trustworthy
laps along the way make next steps less frightening and lonely.
Get mad when you need to—and forget by tomorrow. One
of the most befuddling and endearing traits of young adolescents
is their capacity to get red hot angry with a peer (or parent or
teacher) at lunch on Wednesday and forget the dispute by the time
the school bell rings on Thursday. Kids of this age have a good bit
of lava beneath the surface and when it erupts, the result can be a
spew of volcanic proportions. Adult bystanders can be stunned.
Their teachers often worry about hurt feelings, rifts in friendships,
and even how to manage class tomorrow without the lid blowing
off. More often than not, however, yesterday’s archenemies are
buddies again tomorrow. Hopefully adulthood provides us with an
increased measure of social skills, and we create less havoc in the
face of disagreements. Nonetheless, there’s probably something
redemptive for the stomach and the soul in expressing displeasure—even righteous anger—and then recalling pretty quickly that
human beings are worth more than the dispute after all.
Preen your feathers—and remember the flock. Young adolescents are all about preening. There’s no such thing as too many
showers. Lots of time is invested in combing hair just so and in
concealing a zit. Mirrors are the ponds in which each young
Narcissus continues to study, eschew, and ultimately fall in love
with his or her own image. Nonetheless, the image of the flock
looms large in the young adolescent’s mind as well. There is a
need to groom oneself for sure, but there is also a need to make
a phone call to find out how someone else will dress for school
tomorrow. There’s a lesson in that precarious balance as well. It
matters to “groom” one’s individuality and to cherish one’s sense
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of personhood, but too much self-adoration breeds loneliness. It’s
good to belong to others as well as to oneself—and the cost of
that may be a judicious bit of conformity.
In spite of your doubts, don’t accept that you can’t. It’s difficult to conceive of a time in life when doubts loom larger than
in early adolescence. At any given moment, the student’s voice
may change, his feet are growing, she may become mute (or stupid) in the presence of the opposite sex. His parents are deteriorating mentally. Her teachers don’t like her. She’s not sure she can
live in her house another night. She has nowhere else to go. His
pants are too tight or too short or both. She has ample reason to
believe her prospects are scant. Nonetheless, give those students
a meaningful challenge, a wink of affirmation, and it will never
occur to them that they can’t make the speech, build the computer, save the ecosystem, lessen suffering in a war zone. Given a
reason to rise above their doubts, they do. There’s something
redemptive about the priorities of a person who can transcend
doubts—at least for a time—on behalf of a cause. In the process,
of course, one leaves the doubts just a bit further behind. Over
time, the cumulative effects result in self-efficacy. We become
what we do. I try to remember that and act on it sometimes.
Live hard. Sleep hard. Young adolescents go at life full tilt.
They relish new experiences. They question. They emote. They
befriend. They take things seriously. They know how to have big
fun. They plan. They confront their inability to bring the plan to
fruition in a way as grand as their vision. They get excited about
small victories. They holler in the face of defeat. And at the end

of the day, early adolescents are great sleepers. Maybe it’s that they
know they got all they could out of life in the hours gone by.
Maybe they know they need energy for the day ahead. In any
case, early adolescents generally sleep with abandon just as they
live with abandon. I’d be pleased to emulate that as well.

LEARNING FROM LIFE’S SURPRISES
I still recall my youthful adamancy that teaching was not for
me. I was a stubborn kid (who has lugged some of that along life’s
course), and so it still surprises me that I answered the newspaper
ad. It was a clear shouting of “uncle,” and that wasn’t much like
me. It doesn’t surprise me, however, that I have loved teaching
from my first (relatively dreadful) day in the classroom until
today. Teaching is a microcosm of life itself. All the lessons we
need to learn (and unlearn) in order to live richly and productively come inside the school walls with backpacks and sneakers every
day. Every day, my middle school students taught their teacher—
taught her to be a little more whole as a human being, taught her
to hold fast to a bit of childhood even as adulthood makes its way.
My accidental job is evidence that we can learn even from the
unintentional. Middle schoolers know that too. Very little in their
lives works according to plan—and yet they are exuberant with
the wackiness that I once spurned and now treasure.
CAROL ANN TOMLINSON, Ph.D., teaches at the University of Virginia in the Curry School
of Education where she is Professor of Educational Leadership. She is a past president
of the National Association for Gifted Children and author of numerous leading books on
differentiating curriculum.
C A L I F O R N I A A S S O C I AT I O N F O R T H E G I F T E D
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WEB WATCH
By Carolyn Kottmeyer

Middle School

M

Middle school. Just the thought of it strikes
fear in the hearts of parents of younger gifted
children and gratefulness at having made it
through in the minds of older gifted kids. And
teachers of elementary and high school students often can’t imagine teaching kids in “the
wonder years.” But what’s so tough about middle school? We can sum it up in one word:
puberty. Middle school is not
only a time of schooling, but
of brain development and
physical and emotional
growth that is perhaps the
greatest change at once in
one’s lifetime.
National Middle School
Association (NMSA) and the
National Association for
Gifted Children (NAGC)
Joint Position Statement,
nmsa.org/AboutNMSA/PositionStatements/G
iftedChildren/tabid/119/Default.aspx. NMSA
and NAGC drafted this joint statement several years ago, but many middle school administrators and teachers are unaware of its content.
The statement includes a “call to action” to
ensure equity and excellence for all learners,
including gifted learners. It includes steps for
district and school leaders; teachers, gifted specialists and support personnel; and parents.
Focus on the Wonder Years: Challenges
Facing the American Middle School,
rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG139/, details
the results of the comprehensive Rand study of
American middle schools. It offers a comprehensive study on the growth and development
of middle school students, from physical,
social-emotional, and academic perspectives.
Focus on the Wonder Years tackles all the all the
difficult questions of middle school ages: disciplinary issues, parental support (or the lack of
it), and providing a positive climate for growth
and learning for these educational “tweeners.”
Although Focus on the Wonder Years is not
written explicitly about the gifted middle
school student, many of the changes it advocates would have such a positive effect on the
gifted child that it is well worth our reading.
The paperback volume containing the full

study is available for purchase, but you can
also download the full text directly from the
site for free and read it on your PC.
For another perspective on middle school
education, Mayhem in the Middle: How
Middle Schools Have Failed America and how to make them work, edexcellence.net/doc/2960_MayhemFINAL.pdf, by
Cheri Pierson Yecke, The
Thomas B. Fordham Institute,
explains how many current
middle school educational
practices are actually harming
all our children’s development
and education. Many of these
middle-school-only theories
have since been discredited,
yet their results remain in
practice in most middle
schools across the county.
Here’s the research and reality of why middle
schools need to be a time of high standards,
discipline, and accountability for student
achievement!
The Brain’s Left and Right Sides Seem to
Work Together Better in Mathematically
Gifted Middle-School Youth, apa.org/releases/interhemispheric.html, an APA Press
Release, answers the question that many ask:
are gifted middle school students really different? Yes! The brains of the gifted middle school
students that were studied didn’t react like the
brains of average teens and college students.
Instead, the math-gifted boys brains worked
equally well in both hemispheres, regardless of
the challenges presented. It seems the mathgifted brain is better at integrating information, which is a very useful skill in mathematics. For more details, read the full study:
Interhemispheric Interaction During
Global–Local Processing in Mathematically
Gifted Adolescents, Average-Ability
Youth, and College Students, apa.org/journals/releases/neu182371.pdf.
“The study supports the growing notion
that the mathematically gifted are better at
relaying and integrating information between
the cerebral hemispheres.” And “the research
supports the broader notion that “the func-

tional (though not necessarily structural)
organization of the brain may be an important
contributor to individual differences in cognitive abilities, talents and, at the very least,
information-processing styles.” Gifted kids,
especially mathematically gifted kids, really do
think differently!
While we’re talking middle school, let us
not forget the challenges faced by the middle
school gifted and learning disabled student.
Surviving or Thriving? Gifted Middle
Schoolboys with Learning Disabilities,
highbeam.com/doc/1G1-77608146.html, by
Mary Ruth Coleman, offers us insight into the
minds of gifted/LD middle school boys who
are barely surviving the years spent in middle
school. This article concludes with a great list
of very simple mechanisms teachers and parents can put in place to help Gifted/LD kids
thrive, instead of just barely surviving their
middle school years.
Although this study was on gifted/LD
boys, boys are not unique in these challenges. Gifted/LD girls also struggle in the
middle years.
Four Simple Steps to Advocacy,
nagc.org/index.aspx?id=381, offers a great
step-by-step guide for the middle-school student to “move up” from the elementary school
world where their parents did the advocacy for
them, to the high school and college worlds
where they are responsible for their own educational advocacy. Middle school is a tough
time for all teens, moving from dependence to
independence, and for their parents, learning
to step back and let their kids advocate for
themselves. This guide offers both kids and
parents a great start!
Now that we’ve got all the research, both
on middle school educational practices and on
the middle school gifted kids’ brains, it’s time
to restructure American middle school education to support all students, including the gifted student!

KIDS KORNER
For young kids…
Poisson Rouge, poissonrouge.com/, is a
set of completely non-verbal activities,
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including alphabet, music, and visual brainteasers, among other pages. Let young kids
safely wander about the site to discover that
they can write music and play it back on the
xylophone, draw their own creations using the
pegboard, use paints to decorate the toys, and
experiment with the five marbles on swinging
ropes. (This toy used to fascinate me when I
was young!) And there’s lots more—just wander around. Kids can even control their own
environment by coloring the background of
the pages to match their mood and click on
the bubbles to pop them!
Classics for Kids, classicsforkids.com/, is a
site for a weekly show on classical music with
lesson plans and a live show. Browse the
archives and listen to shows by artist, by period, or by show date. Hear the music! Check
out the dictionary of orchestral instruments
with information and musical samples. And
play games: name the notes, compose your
own music, master the rhythms, and travel
through time in the “Composer Time
Machine.” There are also great links to other
orchestral sites for kids… brought to you by
WGUC 90.9.
Cool Science for Curious Kids,
hhmi.org/coolscience/, by Howard Hughes
Medical Institute, lives up to its name.
“Plant-Parts Salad” challenges kids to pick a
root, stem, flower, and other plant parts to
make a great salad. “Air Junk” is a neat
experiment to capture and observe the junk
in our air. “Classifying Critters” is a quick
introduction to each major animal genus.
“Butterflies” is a neat art project, plus basics
on the life cycle of the butterfly. And “Inch
Square” teaches fine observation skills—
what can you see in an inch square? Great
fun for our little ones, both on and off
the computer!
For math kids, or kids who
could use new math strategies in their repertoire,
visit
Aunty
Math,
www.dupagechildrensmuseum.org/aunty/.
Aunty
Matilda Matthews has great
math challenges every other
week. Aunty
M a t h’s
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niece and nephews, Gina, Danny, and
Barney each have different great strategies for
solving math challenges. Try all their strategies and see which one works best for each
challenge. Parents and teacher will also find
Notes and Tips about each challenge and
how each challenge fits into the National
Council for Teachers of Mathematics standards for K-5 math.

CAROLYN KOTTMEYER is the director of Hoagies’
Gifted Education Page www.hoagiesgifted.org and
Hoagies’ Kids and Teens Page www.hoagieskids.org.
She is the 2005 winner of the NAGC Community
Service Award, and 2006 winner of the PAGE NeuberPregler Award, for her work.

For older kids...
Want be a cartoonist? Cartoonster, kidzdom.com/tutorials/, is an animated tutorial to
creating your own cartoons! Learn the step-bystep instructions, as well as some professional
shortcuts—neat stuff! A great tutorial, whether
or not you draw in stick figures or create
detailed artwork.
Whose Fish is it anyway? coudal.com/thefish.php, adapted from original puzzle by
Albert Einstein. The contest is over, but the
puzzle is still a classic. These were my
favorite kind of puzzles as a teen. I not only
solved them, but designed my own. Can anyone design a similar logic puzzle to stump
me? Send your attempts to me at webmaster@hoagiesgifted.org
Word Sandwich, wordsandwich.com/, is a
great way to work on your vocabulary—your
logic skills. It’s fun and addictive! See if you
can quit after just one game. I couldn’t!
Interested in computer graphics? Try
Alice, alice.org/, Carnegie Mellon’s interactive graphics programming for kids from…
well, they say middle school, but our kids
enjoy this beginning in elementary school!
Specifically designed to teach graphics programming to middle school girls, Alice uses
storytelling and drag-and-drop manipulation to create complex interactive graphics
from simple controls. OK, that sounds
complicated; however,
Alice is not complicated. Download
Alice, and try it –
you’ll like it! ■

Focus on the Wonder Years: Challenges Facing the
American Middle School
rand.org/pubs/monographs/MG139/

The Brain’s Left and Right Sides Seem to Work Together
Better in Mathematically Gifted Middle-School Youth
apa.org/releases/interhemispheric.html

Interhemispheric Interaction During Global–Local
Processing in Mathematically Gifted Adolescents,
Average-Ability Youth, and College Students
apa.org/journals/releases/neu182371.pdf
Mayhem in the Middle: How Middle Schools Have
Failed America - and how to make them work
edexcellence.net/doc/2960_MayhemFINAL.pdf
National Middle School Association (NMSA) and the National
Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) Joint Position
Statement
nmsa.org/AboutNMSA/PositionStatements/GiftedChildren/tabi
d/119/Default.aspx
Surviving or Thriving? Gifted middle school boys with
learning disabilities,
highbeam.com/doc/1G1-77608146.html
KIDS’ CORNER
Aunty Math
dupagechildrensmuseum.org/aunty/
Cartoonster
kidzdom.com/tutorials/
Classics for Kids
classicsforkids.com/
Cool Science for Curious Kids
hhmi.org/coolscience/
Poisson Rouge
poissonrouge.com/
Whose Fish?
coudal.com/thefish.php
Word Sandwich
wordsandwich.com/
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TALKING ABOUT BOOKS
By Jody Fickes Shapiro

Book Collections for
Gifted Middle School Readers:
Diverse and Challenging

O

One of the most rewarding aspects of working with gifted middle school
readers is observing and providing for their eclectic reading tastes. Hand
them fantasy, science fiction, or romance; biography, contemporary real
life adventure, or books surveying the sciences and technology. Tune in
on their reading interests and help expand on them.
Once, when Adventures for Kids had the pleasure of hosting English
writer, Brian Jacques, my husband struck up a conversation with a young man who was there to meet and listen to the author. The youngster had brought along his
pet rat as well, eager to show his favorite author the pet
he had named “Martin” after Jacques’s hero in Martin
the Warrior.
Jacques, a gregarious and prolific writer whose
“Redwall” series has been a staple of middle school
readers since the first Redwall, was published
in 1986, commands a loyal following even after
twenty amazing years. His website, Redwall.org,
has recorded over four million visitors from well
over one hundred countries. The eighteenth in the
series, High Rhulain, published in fall,
2005, (paperback edition available,
spring, 2007), is the adventure of a
young female otter on a quest to rescue
a hapless group of otters enslaved by a
wildcat chieftain
We would have shown the same
young man with his pet, Martin, Albert Marrin’s
recently published Oh Rats! The Story of Rats
and People with striking black and white
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scratchboard illustrations by C. B. Mordan; it offers a fascinating and
sympathetic look at rats. Marrin covers many topics including the rat’s
role in scientific research and its more pernicious function as a vector in
the spreading of disease in epidemic proportions.
The same youngster might have enjoyed browsing through Rats; The
Good the Bad and Ugly by Richard Conniff, another surefire winner even
for reluctant readers who prefer non-fiction. Published in 2002, its inviting format with forty illustrated pages are filled with juicy informational tidbits on biology, behavior, and the furry critter’s impact on human
life. Did you know, for example, that the prolific (60-70 babies a year)
creature can swim for three days without stopping?
For more sophisticated readers, Robert Sullivan’s Rats: Observations on
the History and Habitat of the City’s Most Unwanted Inhabitants, provides
an intriguing look not only at city dwelling rats, but also the people
whose livelihood is earned trying to eradicate them. Sullivan’s articles on
observations of nature appear periodically in the New Yorker. For this
250 paged rat study, he went into “the field” (garbage-filled alleys) to
conduct his research. Although it was written for adults, its lively style
earned it a place on the Young Adult Library
Services Association’s (YALSA) 2005 Alex Awards.
YALSA, a division of the American Library
Association, has presented the official Alex
Awards annually beginning in 1998; it became
an official ALA award in 2002. The list consists
of ten books, fiction or non-fiction, published
each year for adults that are considered suitable for and of special interest to teenage readers. We recommend that anyone trying to build a
diverse and challenging book collection for gifted readers
as well as their own leisure reading should be aware of this
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interesting and eclectic list. More information on the Award is available at ala.org/yalsa/booklists/alex.
Another way to deepen a reader’s appreciation
for a particular author’s books is to provide a
biography of that writer when available. Several
authors including Jack Gantos, Gary Paulsen, and
Chris Crutcher have written autobiographies or
personal memoirs that help students link the books
they are reading to their authors.
Chris Crutcher’s novels are set in high schools with
sports-related themes woven into other major life issues.
His novels are invariably on ALA notable lists and are
often controversial and banned in middle school because
they probe honestly into topics that some adults want to
shield from kids. For example, Ironman deals not only with a teenage triathlete who is having anger management problems, but also his overbearing father and his discovery that his coach is gay. Whale Talk and Staying
Fat for Sarah Byrnes have protagonists struggling to prove themselves
with the help of responsible adults who want good outcomes for these
kids. The kids (with their decent adult mentors) are often balanced
against and must overcome abusive or dysfunctional adults in order
to reach their goals.
Crutcher, a former high school teacher, also has
been a child abuse and neglect therapist in Spokane,
Washington. In his King of the Mild Frontier: An IllAdvised Autobiography, he reveals the source of inspiration
for his novels, including his own temper that he admits
made him “embarrassed to show my face around our lumber
town of fewer than a thousand citizens for a couple of weeks.”

Gary Paulsen, author of the popular award winning survival story,
Hatchet, has written a number of books that offer insights into his early
childhood and his real-life adult adventures raising sled dogs and racing,
including two titles suitable for middle schoolers. Both Woodsong and
My Life in Dog Years recount particular times in Paulsen’s
adult life, including the running of his first Iditarod.
Jack Gantos, who was a National Book Award
Finalist for Joey Pigza Swallowed the Key and received
the Newbery Honor for its sequel, Joey Pigza Loses
Control, describes his time in prison for transporting
drugs as a young adult and how his jail time set the
course for his life as a writer in his memoir, Hole
in My Life. This is an honest confession about
how bad choices can have undesired consequences. While it is not didactic, it certainly
will give some youngsters teetering on the edge
some second thoughts.
Often a youngster’s hobby or passion will
provide an opening for suggesting a book. We
know some young readers who only want to
read horse stories. Two novels by Diane Lee
Wilson, an accomplished horsewoman, provide
not only a depth of understanding about horses, but
also set them into fascinating historical settings. I Rode a
Horse of Milk White Jade is set in 14th Century Mongolia at the
time of Genghis Khan, and Black Storm Comin’ tells the story of
a mixed race youngster who becomes a Pony Express rider to
support his family after his father disappears in the years just
preceding the Civil War.
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Another excellent horse story is Susan Williams’s
JODY FICKES SHAPIRO, author of
marvelous tale, Wind Rider; she imagines a defining
Up, Up, Up! It’s Apple Picking Time,
moment in pre-history when horses were first domeshas recently retired from full-time
ticated. Williams creates a believable scenario with
bookselling at Adventures for Kids,
well-drawn characters and a compelling adventure
the children’s specialty bookstore
that offers insight into prehistoric life. Her heroshe founded in Ventura, in order
ine, Fern, chafes at tasks set for the women of her
to devote more time to writing.
people: tending babies, scraping skins, and
She is available for consulting on
watching the cooking pots while the men hunt
collection development and can
and fish and the boys romp at the river. Fern
be reached through the bookbegins her story by describing the most important
store at: adventuresforkids@sbcday of her life when she found a young horse stuck
global.net.
in a bog. Determined to save it, she figures out a way
to rescue the horse and then hide
it to keep it from being eaten. The
BIBLIOGRAPHY:
notion of riding a horse comes to
her in a dream. With infinite patience
Black Storm Comin’.
0064410226 (paper)
Diane Lee Wilson
Joey Pigza Swallowed the Key
and ingenuity and her natural empathy for creatures
Jack Gantos
McElderry,
2005
of the wild, she tames the young mare.
0-689-87137-6 or
Farrar, Straus, 1998
Hoofprints: Horse Poems by Jessie
Aladdin., 2006.
0-374-33664-4 or
Haas is an elegant pairing of poetry and
0-689-871-8-4 (paper)
Harper, 2000
horses as the author provides a histo0064408337 (paper)
ry of the horse through poetry. If
Hatchet
Gary Paulsen
King of the Mild Frontier:
you know a reader who has
An Ill-Advised Autobiography
Atheneum
,
2000
(Reissue
edition)
enjoyed Wilson’s I Rode a Horse
Chris Crutcher
0689840926 or
of Milk White Jade or Williams’s
Simon and Schuster, 2007
Greenwillow, 2003.
Wind Rider, then introduce
0-689-80882-8 paperback
0060502495 or
them to this unique volume
Harper, 2004.
0060502517 (paper)
High Rhulain
by pairing the two poems
Brian Jacques
that match the historical events
Philomel, 2005
Martin the Warrior
on which the novels are based.
0-399-24208-2
Brian Jacques
Don’t forget the excellent portrayal of a memPhilomel, 1994
orable racing horse, Seabiscuit, by Laura
0399226702 or
Hole in my Life
Hillenbrand. Its over 480 pages are packed with
Puffin, 2004
Jack Gantos
0142400556 (paper)
Farrar, Straus, 2002
excellent non-fiction writing and real-life drama. It’s
0-374-39988-3
a perfect book to recommend to a reader who
My Life in Dog Years
has read every horse book written for
Gary Paulsen
I Rode a Horse of
middle school and is ready to
Milk White Jade
Delacorte, 1998
move up to a more challengDiane Lee Wilson
0385-32570-3
ing experience.
Scholastic, 1998
0-531-30024-2 or
Oh, Rats!
Any good middle-school
Harper, 1999
Albert Marrin
classroom collection and school
0-06-440773-X (paper)
Dutton, 2006
library should have a range of titles
0-525-47762-4
on topics that are interesting and relIronman
evant to youngsters in their early
Chris Crutcher
Rats; Observations on the
History and Habitat of the City’s
Greenwillow, 1995
teenage years. It takes some research and
Most Unwanted Inhabitants
0-688-1350-X
or
imagination to build such a collection. And
Robert Sullivan
Harper,
2004
then, to get the books into the hands of potential
0060598409 (paper)
Bloomsbury, 2004
readers, this requires teachers and librarians who will
0-9659-0828-3 (paper)
take the time to introduce the material through book
Joey Pigza Loses Control
talks, peer book circles, and time for browsing. I will
Jack Gantos
Rats; The Good, the Bad,
and the Ugly
Farrar, Straus, 2000
also add my own observation that forcing students to
Richard Conniff
0-374-39989-1 or
read to the tests is not conducive to this kind of creHarper, 2002
Crown, 2002
ative exploration of reading. ■
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0-375-81207-5
Redwall
Brian Jacques
Philomel, 1987
0-399-21424-0 or
Puffin, 2002
0-14-230237-6
Seabiscuit
Laura Hillenbrand
Ballantine, 2003
0-345-46508-3 (paper)
Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes
Chris Crutcher
Greenwillow, 1993
0-688-11552-7 or
Harper, 2003
0-06-009489-3 (paper)
Whale Talk
Chris Crutcher
Greenwillow, 200l
0-688-18019-1 or
Laurel, 2003
0-440-22938-3 (paper)
Wind Rider
Susan Williams
Harper, 2006
0-06087236-5
Woodsong
Gary Paulsen
Simon & Schuster,1990
0-02-770221-9 or
Aladdin, 2002
0-689-85250-9 (paper)
(Note: All titles listed are available
at Adventures for Kids in Ventura,
California.)
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BOOK REVIEW

Educating Gifted Students in
Middle School
By Susan Rakow
(2005) Prufrock Press
paperback, $24.95, 251 pp.
ISBN 1-59363-164-2
REVIEWED BY MARYANNA GRAY
s a middle school teacher
for more than thirty years
and as past coordinator of
my high school district’s gifted program, it was with
delight that I picked up Dr.
Susan Rakow’s book, Educating Gifted
Students in Middle School. For too many
years, middle school gifted students have been
overlooked. There was no truly practical
book that comprehensively dealt with their
unique characteristics and offered suggestions
about how to best deal with them. This book
provides the resource promised on its jacket.
As Jim Delisle states, “Finally …finally
…someone has written a practical and theoretically sound book on educating gifted students in the middle school years.”
For those involved with the education of
gifted middle school children, Dr. Rakow has
provided a long awaited tool, a tool to clarify
and offer suggestions about the spectrum of
issues related to educating gifted students in
middle school. These issues include characteristics, social and emotional needs, identification, program design, curriculum and
instruction, and special populations. The
book devotes a chapter or more to each of
these topics. Following best practice, each
chapter begins with essential questions.
These questions are answered with clarity and
backed by excellent research.
After answering the essential questions
posed at the beginning of each chapter, chapters end with practical follow-up suggestions:
“Next Steps… Taking Action.” Dr. Rakow
has not written a book about problems without proposing courses of action. This is particularly true in the chapter dealing with the
issues surrounding No Child Left Behind and
Turning Points 2000.
The first several chapters provide valuable
background information and important
knowledge if one is to truly understand giftedness in the middle school setting. The
chapter on program design clearly describes
twelve different models. Her recommendation is to choose one that best fits a given

A

school. She even provides a matrix template
with columns for “plus,” “minus,” and “interesting” to guide decision-making. The information in this
chapter will stimulate discussion whether a school is just
beginning their gifted program or is evaluating the one
they have.
As a teacher, however, it was
later chapters dealing with curricula that proved most fascinating. Throughout the book, Dr.
Rakow emphasizes the importance of interdisciplinary instruction, instruction based on universal
ideas, and instruction that includes
choice and challenge. Dr. Rakow proposes
the twin criteria of choice and challenge as
the keys to effective curricula for gifted students. Choice means actively engaging students in collaborative decisions with the faculty about what they will study, the pace and
methods of study, and how they will share
what they’ve learned. Challenge has three
major components: acceleration, depth and
complexity (p. 99).
In describing appropriate curricular models, the author explains that trying to continue elementary programs unchanged for middle school is not recommended; as the environment changes, so must the curricular
model. Pre-AP, the Autonomous Learner
Model, the Parallel Curriculum and the
Curry/Samara Model are explained clearly.
Bloom’s taxonomy is suggested as an effective
way to ensure depth and complexity. After
describing curricular models, the chapter
explains other strategies of teaching that are
effective with gifted students: Socratic
Seminar, role-playing, simulations, and problem based learning.
Dr. Rakow ends the chapter with
these words:
Masterful teaching is an art. Planning
curricula and choosing
instruction are like selecting and combining paint
colors from an almost
unlimited
palette.
Ultimately, the outcome is
the result of interaction
among the creative process,
the artist’s skills, and the learning outcome. (p. 136)
Because of its recent popularity,

differentiation is treated as a separate chapter.
The author thoroughly explains the component parts of differentiation, the changes that
need to occur if it is to be successful and gives
the reader an excellent list of further
resources.
While the book highlights the most
important aspects of appropriate education
for students in middle school, it is only 251
pages long. For the person needing more specific information or additional information,
Dr. Rakow provides an extensive bibliography
at the end of each chapter.
As I closed the book the thought occurred
to me that this book would be a wonderful
one to discuss at a faculty or department
meeting. It is a rich resource and one that
should be shared.
MARYANNA GRAY is an educational consultant in Santa
Barbara, California with many years of experience as a
teacher and coordinator of gifted programs. She chairs the
Membership Committee for the California Association for
the Gifted, and is Co-chair of the Tri-County GATE Council.

The Handbook of Secondary Gifted
Education
Edited by Felicia A. Dixon
& Sidney M. Moon
(2006) Prufrock Press
paperback, $79.95, 688 pp.
ISBN: 1-59363-178-2
REVIEWED BY MARGARET GOSFIELD
ducators at the secondary level are known
for their content specialization. They have
been described as “difficult pupils” when
it comes to participation in professional
development in gifted education. But can we
blame them? Very little of the literature in
gifted education has focused on adolescent
gifted learners or has been directed toward
secondary educators. The Handbook
of Secondary Gifted Education marks
an important step in rectifying this
shortcoming.
The Handbook is a service
publication of the National
Association for Gifted Children
and its 688 pages are directed
specifically to secondary level
educators in middle and high
schools, including teachers,
principals, counselors, and
district office personnel. It is
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divided into four parts:
1. On Being Gifted and Adolescent
2. Talent Development in Adolescence
3. What Schools Can Do
4. What Teacher Education Can Do
The book is a blend of theoretical and
practical issues and is a collaboration of its editors, Felicia Dixon (Ball State University) and
Sidney Moon (Purdue University) and 37 contributors, all leaders in the field of gifted education. The book is skillfully edited, and in
spite of the large number of contributors,
reads and flows as a continuous unit.
Additionally, many authors recommend
specific readings as part of their text. For
example, Ann Robinson and Penny Britton
Kolloff, in their chapter, “Preparing Teachers
to Work with High-Ability Youth at the
Secondary Level,” cite two to eight specific references for each subsection. The various reference pieces are often short and particularly apt
for practitioners new to gifted education.
Furthermore, every chapter includes extensive
references for those readers who wish to go to
the sources.
Affective education is a significant theme
running throughout the book. This is particularly important since many secondary content specialists do not consider affective education as an integral part of their planning
and teaching.
Special populations among gifted learners
are also discussed. In separate chapters, Sally
Reis discusses gender, Donna Ford and James
Moore, III examine needs of students of color,
and Susan Baum and Mary Rizza raise issues
concerning twice-exceptional learners—those
who are both gifted and learning disabled.
While affective issues are clearly included,
content has not been neglected. This is particularly true of Part 2, “Talent Development in
Adolescence,” where large portions of the text
are devoted to specific guidelines to assist
teachers in their given fields, including chapters devoted respectively to: visual arts; sports;
secondary English; social studies and history;
science; and mathematics. Particularly
intriguing is the inclusion of sports wherein
authors Jacques van Rossum and Françoys
Gagne illuminate the steps in developing “top
level performers” in athletics and show their
effectiveness when transferred to specific academic domains.
The final section of the Handbook focuses
on professional development in gifted education for secondary educators. This is an area in
which much work is needed; as indicated earlier, secondary educators tend to opt for professional development they deem directly
applicable to their specific content areas. It is
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incumbent upon those of us in the field of
gifted education to make secondary educators
not only welcome but help them see the
importance of the process of optimal learning.
The Handbook of Secondary Gifted
Education shows another practical side with
the inclusion of many charts, tables, and sample lesson plans throughout the book. These
serve as important visual and summary statements of the topics considered.
This is a book long overdue in the field,
and happily it is very well done. Its cost of
$79.95 makes it expensive for individuals, but
every middle and high school should have a
copy in its professional development library.
Hats off to the National Association for Gifted
Children, editors Felicia Dixon and Sidney
Moon, and the 37 contributors for this exemplary work.
MARGARET GOSFIELD is the editor of Gifted Education
Communicator, a journal for educators and parents, published by the California Association for the Gifted and distributed nationally. She is a past president and current
member of the CAG Board of Directors.

Growing Up Too Fast: The Secret
World of America’s Middle
Schoolers
By Sylvia Rimm
(2006) Rodale Books
paperback, $14.95, 320 pp.
ISBN: 1594865256
REVIEWED BY NANCY GRAHAM
o much has changed so rapidly”
crystallizes the theme running
through Growing Up Too Fast. Sylvia
Rimm, PhD, a noted psychologist and author
of the bestseller, See Jane Win, states that
middle childhood has been shortened precariously. “The challenges of the adolescent
stage now begin well before puberty, and kids
are experimenting with some of the behaviors
of young adulthood in their early teens.”
Indeed, she says, parents have good reason to
be concerned.
The book is aptly subtitled “The Rimm
Report on the Secret World of America’s
Middle Schoolers.” Dr. Rimm states that the
environments for raising media-savvy and
technically proficient middle schoolers today
are vastly different from those in which their
parents were raised. She draws information
from her far-reaching survey of more than
5,000 children in grades four through eight,
along with results from focus groups conducted with 300 children. Considering her fre-
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quent references to the solid research of other
professionals, the book becomes more academically inclined than a mere “how-to”
guide.
While not written expressly for parents and
teachers of the gifted, Rimm tackles developmental issues common to all middle schoolers—issues that are often magnified in the gifted population.
Today’s teens are the first to have grown up
fully immersed and proficient in the world of
technology and media culture. Dr. Rimm lays
out the challenges facing these students and
their parents: a society saturated with images
of sex and violence, earlier onset of sexual
maturity, and fear of violence in their world
and their back yards. These are layered upon
the age-old concerns of young teens, such as
popularity and fitting in, fashion and appearance, self-doubt, gender stereotypes, and sexual orientation.
Charts, graphs, and direct quotes from
students pointedly illustrate the
dilemma of modern life.
Among other illuminating data, a chart
compares
article
titles from Seventeen
Magazine of the 1970’s
with those of widelyread Teen Magazine in
2004. “Hurry-up Hairdos”
and “How to Beat the
Gossip Game” have been
replaced by the likes of “The
Sexiest Hairdos, the Sexiest
Jeans” and “Turn-On Secrets He’ll
Never Tell You.”
Rimm notes that that the problem of
underachievement is more widespread and
more extreme today, expanding dramatically
in middle school. This is all the more frustrating when it occurs in the gifted population.
Factors leading to this include kids’ stress
about intelligence and self-image, peer pressure, a more challenging curriculum, and the
competitiveness of adolescents. Rimm’s focus
groups noted that even in 4th and 5th grade,
students resented kids who received all As,
worked too hard, and did homework perfectly.
Compounding the reality of a complicated
and fast-paced world, Dr. Rimm asserts that
many parents have lost the confidence and will
to lead and guide.
Dr. Rimm firmly believes that parents still
hold the power to make a positive difference.
Throughout the book she offers practical
advice and sound techniques to help parents
“keep kids from getting sidetracked by negative peers, high-risk behaviors, or the temptation of immediate gratification.” She clearly

*GEComm Winter 06 42-56.qxd

12/11/06

4:28 PM

addresses the dynamics of underachievement,
describes types of underachievers, and offers a
model that has been successfully used for 25
years to reverse underachievement. “Rimm’s
Laws” for fostering achievement are invaluable.
She cites approaches that have been effective for children to stop bullying and gives
concrete suggestions to parents whose kids are
being bullied. Tips on monitoring “screen
time”— TV and movies, the computer, or cell
phones—are clear. Sample discussions may be
of use to parents as they anticipate difficult
discussions with their teens.
Growing Up Too Fast concludes with an
extensive appendix that is of value to both
educators and parents. Resources are specifically aligned to each chapter, including sources
addressing sexual development, gender issues,
health and nutrition, academic achievement,
and the gifted. Booklists for middle schoolers
and suggested magazines are noted.
Parents would be well advised to read this
book before their children reach the critical
middle school years. Middle schoolers are
notoriously self-absorbed with their daily lives
and what’s happening now, rarely considering
long-term implications of their actions. Rimm
firmly believes that parents and teachers have
the “gift of foresight,” allowing them to
responsibly guide students toward positive and
healthy futures.
NANCY GRAHAM is a teacher at Cabrillo Middle School in
Ventura, California. She has been teaching GATE social
studies there for 15 years

Parenting Gifted Kids: Tips for
Raising Happy and Successful
Children
By James R. Delisle
(2006) Prufrock Press Inc.
paperback, $16.95, 213 pp.
ISBN 10: 1-59363-179-0
REVIEWED BY SHARON A. FREITAS
ips—everyone wants tips—from the
faithful waitress at the local coffee shop to the anxious mom watching her
first child walk, wobbling
down the sidewalk to be
with “friends.”
Parents
often search the shelves of
their local bookstore looking
for the latest volume that will
provide them with tips (mostly
commonsense strategies) of what
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to do when something happens. In contrast,
Jim Delisle’s parenting book offers “tips” for
parents that have more to do with attitude
than with actions.
The organization of the book with ten
chapters, each clarifying a powerful opening statement, is meant to cause parents to
reexamine the ways they perceive their
child’s intelligence and accompanying challenges. The book does begin with some
basic information, from “Understanding
What Giftedness Is…and What It Is Not,”
through more complex issues such as Chapter
8, my favorite section, entitled “Write Your
Dreams in Pencil,” and finishing up with “Life
is Not a Race….” Readers can scan the
chapter titles and choose to read about an
issue of immediate concern without having to begin at the beginning.
Delisle has supported his ten
statements with both early research
by known authorities such as Leta
Hollingworth (1942) and more
recent papers such as one written by L. Chehayl entitled
“Reflection” published in the
GEC, 2004. By doing so, he
reinforces his belief that many
attitudes about giftedness have still
not yet changed. Two examples point this out
clearly. In Chapter 1, a common statement
made by both students and parents is that they
strive for “just being normal and not gifted;”
this implies that giftedness is an aberration, a
flaw, something to be avoided. The suggestion
to use the word typical in place of normal is a
lot less harsh and also can lead into many great
discussions about what is typical.
The other example in the chapter entitled
“Stop Paying Interest on a Bill You Never
Owed” refers to a simple truth—gifted children simply are. Parents need to cherish and
protect the insights and visions these children
possess naturally. Help for parents is contained in this book, first as a reference for parents to find more information, but also as a
fingertip guide when specific issues or concerns arise.
SHARON A. FREITAS served on the CAG Board for fourteen years beginning as the Parent Representative
from Capital Region (Sacramento), moving up to
the position of Parent Chair, served as the
Secretary for the CAG Executive Committee and
Membership Chair. Her husband Dennis
designed and implemented CAG’s first website. They both became involved with
Gifted Education when her children were
identified for the MGM program in the
Elk Grove USD.

Raising Topsy-Turvy Kids:
Successfully Parenting Your
Visual-Spatial Child
By Alexandra Shires Golon
(2004) DeLeon Publishing
paperback, $14.95, 124 pp.
ISBN: 1-932186-08-5
REVIEWED BY SHERRY FORKUM
aising Topsy-Turvey Kids opens the world
of information about the visual-spatial
learner for parents, caregivers, and educators alike. In our educational settings
of left-hemispheric dominance of phonetic-based
reading, writing, and
arithmetic, the visual-spatial learner is often ignored.
Many are burdened with the
typical labels used in the education system: disorganized,
unfocused, poor spellers or
worse. Written primarily for parents and caregivers, educators will
also find the information in this
book invaluable.
Golon begins with the basics of
identification and what it means once
identification is made, indicating that the
child is a visual-spatial learner with further
definition of the terms of auditory-sequential
and visual-spatial. Her following chapters are
defined by explaining who exactly these learners are, how to go about keeping harmony in
the home, education at home, the classroom,
educational options, and finishing with the
final chapter of viewpoints regarding the visual-spatial child.
The author does not stop with simply giving wonderful anecdotes about visual-spatial
children, adults, and their struggles and triumphs. She adds a wealth of information in
her references and appendixes, including a survival checklist for parents.
Throughout this delightfully practical
book are cartoons, charts, grids, illustrations,
and pictures (attuned to the visual-spatial
adult). This book is truly a must-read for
parents and caregivers searching for avenues
to understand and support their TopsyTurvey Kids.

R

SHERRY FORKUM, composition and literature professor at
Jessup University, is also a doctoral student and educational consultant in the area of generational differences. Sherry
is the parent of two gifted adult children, one of whom is a
visual-spatial learner. She serves as the Capitol Region parent representative to the CAG Board of Directors.
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Gifted Education Communicator:
A Topical Index—2006
ROLE-SPECIFIC TRAINING
Administrators
Administrator Talk
More For Our Money
A Call to Action in our Middle Schools
Parents
College, Career, & Future Planning Resource List
Parent Talk
Counseling Issues for Gifted Students
Your Kids & the Electronic World
Social Studies Begins at Home
Watch Out! Here Comes Middle School
Teachers
Teacher Talk
The Cab Ride That Made Me Wonder
The Story That Won’t Go Away
Learning From Middle Schoolers
Hands-On Curriculum
Family Flavors
Pursuing Wisdom
Student-Centered Environment
In Other’s Words

Carolyn R. Cooper
Carolyn R. Cooper

Fall 06
Winter 06

pp. 9–10
pp. 10-12

Jennifer Beaver

Spring 06

p. 13

Nancy M. Robinson
Nancy M. Robinson
Nancy M. Robinson
Nancy M. Robinson

Spring 06
Summer 06
Fall 06
Winter 06

pp. 9–10
pp. 6–7
pp. 6–7
pp. 7-8

Carol Ann Tomlinson
Carol Ann Tomlinson
Carol Ann Tomlinson

Summer 06
Fall 06
Winter 06

pp. 46–48
pp. 37–39
pp. 47-49

Jim Riley & Ann MacDonald
Jim Riley & Ann MacDonald
Evan Morikawa
Jim Riley & Ann MacDonald

Spring 06
Summer 06
Fall 06
Winter 06

pp. 47–48
pp. 42–44
pp. 33–35
pp. 44-45

Meredith Greene
Elizabeth Meckstroth
Thomas P. Hebert
Stephanie Tolan
Thomas S. Greenspon
Andrew Mahoney
Nicholas Colangelo
Joseph R. Rensulli & Sunghee Park
Norma Day-Vines, Susannah Wood

Spring 06
Spring 06
Spring 06
Spring 06
Spring 06
Spring 06
Spring 06
Spring 06
Spring 06

pp. 14–17
pp. 18–23
pp. 24–26
pp. 27–29
pp. 30-33
p. 41
pp. 42–45
p. 46
pp. 34–40

Mark Wagner
Marge Hoctor
Cassie Gurley & Patti Wood
Sally Reis, Sheelah Sweeney, Gara Field
Del Siegle
Elizabeth Fogarty
Jill Urquhart, Robin Kyburg

Summer 06
Summer 06
Summer 06
Summer 06
Summer 06
Summer 06
Summer 06

pp. 9–13
p. 14
pp. 15–17
pp. 18–23
pp. 24–27
pp. 28–31
pp. 32–33

Sandra N. Kaplan
Marshall Croddy
James E. McAleney
Sharon M. Leon
Kimberly Dodds
Kimberly Chandler

Fall 06
Fall 06
Fall 06
Fall 06
Fall 06
Fall 06

pp. 11–13
pp. 14–15
pp. 16–19
pp. 20–24
pp. 25–27
pp. 28–32

CONTENT-SPECIFIC TRAINING
Counseling & Guidance
Reclaiming Teaching as a Helping Profession
Nurturing Social Relationships
Counseling Gifted Males
Change Your Story, Change Your Life
Getting Beyond Perfectionism
Effective Counseling Qualities
Counseling Gifted and Talented Students
Giftedness and High School Dropouts
The Application of Solutions-Focused Counseling
Computers & Technology
An Introduction to Blogs and Read/Write
A Beginner’s Tech Glossary
The Wild & Wonderful World of WebQuests
Introducing Renzulli Learning
Creating Electronic eBooks
New Literacies: Internet as Curriculum
Online Professional Development
Intercisciplinary Studies: Social Studies
Advocating for the Teaching of Social Studies
Have We Forgotten Civic Education
Think Like an Historian: Sleuthing Family History
Historic Thinking Matters
Social Studies in the Primary Grades
Using Primary Source Materials

C A L I F O R N I A A S S O C I AT I O N F O R T H E G I F T E D

59

*GEComm Winter 06 42-56.qxd

12/11/06

4:28 PM

Page 60

SPECIAL POPULATIONS
Middle School Gifted Learners
Gifts of Language Diversity
Todd Kettler, Alexandra Shiu, Susan Johnsen
Growing Up Too Fast—and Gifted
Sylvia Rimm
Susannah Richards
Academic Rigor or Rigor Mortis
Creating a School for Gifted Learners
Richard Cash et al
Igniting Potential: Engaging Gifted Learners in Science Amy Germundson
Igniting Poetic Potential in
Traditionally Underserved Gifted Adolescents
Kristina Doubet
Leaders In Gifted Education
Practice What You Preach: Gifted Ed Strategies For Yourself

Winter 06
Winter 06
Winter 06
Winter 06
Winter 06

pp. 13-16
pp. 17-22
pp. 23-25
pp. 28-33
pp. 34-37

Winter 06

pp. 38-42

Summer 06

pp. 34–41

David A. White
Michael Piechowski
Carol Ann Tomlinson et al
Daniel Mont
Jessica & Danielle Dunn
Gary A. Davis
Rich Weinfeld et al
Susan Rakow
Felicia Dixon & Sidney Moon, Eds.

Spring 06
Summer 06
Summer 06
Fall 06
Fall 06
Fall 06
Fall 06
Winter 06
Winter 06

p. 54
p. 54
p. 54
p. 52
p. 52
p. 53
p. 53
p. 55
p. 55

Sylvia Rimm

Winter 06

p. 56

James R. Delisle

Winter 06

p. 57

Alexandra Golon

Winter 06

p. 57

Elaine Wiener
Elaine Wiener
Elaine Wiener
Elaine Wiener

Spring 06
Summer 06
Fall 06
Winter

p. 49
p. 45
p. 36
p. 46

Maureen Neihart
Maureen Neihart
Maureen Neihart
Maureen Neihart

Spring 06
Summer 06
Fall 06
Winter 06

pp. 11–12
p. 8
p. 8
p. 9

Marge Hoctor
Marge Hoctor

Spring 06
Fall 06

pp. 52–53
pp. 40–41

Stefanie Brown
Jennifer Beaver
Jennifer Beaver

Spring 06
Fall 06
Winter 06

pp. 7–8
pp. 4–5
pp. 5-6

Jody Fickes Shapiro
Jody Fickes Shapiro
Jody Fickes Shapiro

Summer 06
Fall 06
Winter 06

pp. 51–53
pp. 45–47
pp. 52-54

Carolyn Kottmeyer
Carolyn Kottmeyer
Carolyn Kottmeyer
Carolyn Kottmeyer

Spring 06
Summer 06
Fall 06
Winter 06

pp. 50–51
pp. 49–50
pp. 42–44
pp. 50-51

DEPARTMENTS
Book Reviews
The Examined Life
Mellow Out, They Say. If Only I Could
The Parallel Curriculum in the Classroom
A Different Kind of Boy
A Teen’s Guide to Getting Published
Gifted Children & Gifted Education
Smart Kids with Learning Difficulties
Educating the Gifted Students in Middle School
The Handbook of Secondary Gifted Education
Growing Up Too Fast:
The Secret World of America’s Middle Schoolers
Parenting Gifted Kids:
Tips for Raising Happy & Successful Children
Raising Topsy-Turvy Kids:
Successfully Parenting Your Visual-Spatial Child
Carpe Diem
Emotional Damage
Computer Wisdom
The Balancing Act
Paying Homage
The Inner Game: Promoting Psychological Preparedness
Working on the Edge of Competence
Learning to Set SMART Goals
The Role of Explanatory Style
Mental Rehearsal
Software Review
The Factory
Inspiration: An Invaluable Classroom Resource
Student Voices
Becoming a Writer
Meet Katy Parker
Roger Huang Mixes Math With Music
Talking About Books
And the Winner is…
Scheduling Time for Reading…and Thinking
Book Collections for Gifted Middle Schoolers
Web Watch
Counseling & Guidance
Computers & Technologies
Social Studies on the Internet
Middle School On the Web
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MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION
If you are not already a CAG member, please use the application below to become a continuing supporter of gifted education. CAG
is active in lobbying efforts to promote appropriate education for gifted and talented students and assigns $5.00 of each membership
to CAG/PAC, CAG’s Political Action Committee. Dues payments are not tax deductible as charitable contributions for federal
income tax purposes.
NAME:

Last

First

Middle Initial

PREFERRED MAILING ADDRESS:
CITY/STATE/ZIP:

CA COUNTY:

E-MAIL ADDRESS:

PREFERRED PHONE: (

MEMBERSHIP/SERVICE CATEGORY

)

SCHOOL DISTRICT:

ROLE

SPECIAL SKILLS/INTERESTS

(for mailing addresses outside the U.S., add $15)

■ Administrator/Coordinator

■ Art/Music

■ 2-year Individual ($140)

■ Board of Education Member

■ Humanities

■ Life ($1000)

■ Consultant

■ Math

■ Institution ($100)

■ Counselor/Psychologist

■ Science

■ Credential Program Student ($50)

■ Parent

■ Computers

■ Teacher

■ Advocacy/Legislation

■ Other

■ Other

■ Individual ($75)

■ Family ($85)

Advisor Signature:

■ Limited Income ($25)
■ Gifted Education Communicator
Subscription only ($45)
(for mailing addresses outside the U.S., add $15)

PAYMENT ENCLOSED

■ Personal Check #:

CHARGE: ■ MasterCard

■ District Check:

Card No.:

■ Purchase Order #

Signature:

■ Visa

■ American Express
Exp. Date:

Mail with check or charge information to California Association for the Gifted, 11130 Sun Center Drive, Suite 100
Rancho Cordova, CA 95670; Phone: 916-441-3999; e-mail: CAGOffice@aol.com; website: www.CAGifted.org
Non Profit Org.
U.S. Postage
PAID
Oxnard, CA
Permit # 1691

11130 Sun Center Drive,
Suite 100
Rancho Cordova, CA 95670

