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from the edItor
by Krystal Goree, Ph.D.

W
hen  TAGT President Marilyn 
Swanson announced the theme for 
the 2013 TAGT Annual Conference, 
“Gifted and Beyond,” I began think-
ing of all the possibilities that the 
theme suggests! The idea of network-

ing, planning, and advocating with friends and colleagues 
in the field of gifted education took on new promise in 
my heart and mind. The thought of our working together 
and reaching beyond the field to support gifted learners 
presents great potential for engaging in conversations and 
establishing partnerships that can enrich our practice, our 
research, and—most importantly—the educational expe-
riences offered for the gifted children we serve. 
 The ushering in of House Bill 5 in the State of Texas 
has presented opportunity for the voices that speak on 
behalf of gifted children to be heard. We need to seize 
the opportunity! We need to reach out to people beyond 
those in the circle of gifted education, set our sights on 
establishing and meeting goals, and get to work. Thanks 
to the perseverance and dedication of many at TAGT and 
beyond, gifted education is now a part of the account-
ability system in our state, presenting wonderful prospects 
for helping school districts closely examine the services 
they have in place for gifted kids. At the same time, new 
graduation plan options are being designed for high school 
graduates, offering the chance for advocates of gifted kids 
to make recommendations to members of the State Board 
of Education regarding appropriate educational options for 
gifted students. It is an exciting time for gifted education 
in our state!
 To add to the excitement, the 2013 Annual TAGT 
Conference is just around the corner! In this issue of Tempo, 

I am pleased to give readers a taste of the impressive pre-
senters who will provide keynote and other presentations 
at this outstanding annual professional development 
event. Dr. Richard Olenchak, in his article “The Faces of 
Underachievement: Gifted Teachers Imperiled Like Their 
Gifted Students,” encourages us to look beyond under-
achievement in gifted students and recognize that our edu-
cational system sets the stage for many teachers to become 
underachievers as well. Patti and Richard Shade invite us 
to investigate components of a “Creativity Fan Model” 
that influence the creative output of individuals, providing 
educators and parents with ideas for fostering creativity 
beyond the limited opportunities offered through the reg-
ular school curriculum. Following the article by Patti and 
Rick Shade, Dr. Temple Grandin shares her experiences of 
living a life as a gifted person with autism and invites us 
to think beyond disabilities as we work with autistic chil-
dren and to focus more on abilities and student strengths. 
Laurie Westphal highlights the benefits of providing gifted 
students with choices in the classroom to fully engage them 
in learning and ignite a desire to take ownership in their 
educational experiences in her article, “The Importance of 
Instructional Choice in the Gifted Classroom.” Finally, Dr. 
Susan Johnsen, Yara Farah, and Sonia Parker examine the 
research to determine the degree to which practices and 
models in gifted education might be beneficial for students 
in general education in their review of the literature, “What 
the Research Says: Beyond Gifted Education.”
 I hope to see you at the 2013 TAGT Annual Conference! 
I sincerely believe that you will find the experience to be 
beyond your expectations!
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by Marilyn Swanson, M.Ed.

presIdeNt’s 
reflectIoNs

F
all  is my favorite time of the year. The air is 
crisp, the colors are rich and deep, and there is 
a sense of routine and connection as we return 
to the classroom, come together at conferences, 
and gather with family and friends for holidays 
and celebrations. Relationships are renewed and 

new connections are made as we share ideas and collaborate 
on projects.
 This fall I have had the opportunity to spend some time 
with one of my mentors in gifted education. She is a person 
who believed in me from the beginning. She encourages me 
to seek new challenges, to build on my strengths, and to 
pursue, with gusto, opportunities that come my way. Her 
advice is practical and insightful; her criticism is specific 
and constructive. I know that at any time I can pick up the 
phone and talk out an issue or ask a question of her. When 
dealing with an issue between two students this summer, 
I could hear her voice in my head talking me through the 
situation. “Listen to both sides; take time to reflect on what 
is being said, help the students work out the solution.” 
As I go about planning our professional development cal-
endar each year, I often times think about the theories 
and practices that we have discussed. The beauty of our 
relationship is that while it started on a professional level, 
it quickly spread to my personal life. As I was gardening 
this morning, I realized that many of the flowers that are 
in my garden are there because she and I share a passion 
for gardening. Over the years, we have shared plants and 
seeds, as well as ideas on how best to nourish our gardens 
to make them flourish. Subsequently, I try to pass along to 
others the ideas and products that have blossomed from this 
mentor/mentee relationship, hoping that others will believe 
in themselves, accept new challenges, pursue opportunities, 

and find someone to mentor. Mentoring is like tossing a 
stone into a pool and watching the ripples expand, with 
each band of ripples passing along the good vibes from the 
previous circle to the next circle.
 At the TAGT conference this fall we are fortunate 
to have Temple Grandin as one of our keynote speakers. 
Dr. Grandin talks about the importance in her life of her 
supportive parents and a mentor, her high school science 
teacher, who recognized her interests and abilities. In turn, 
Dr. Grandin’s students credit her with the positive effect 
she has on other’s lives: “Dr. Grandin was a wonderful 
instructor. She opened our eyes and helped us see the world 
from the animal’s perspective. She was always happy to 
answer any question and her passion for humane treat-
ment of animals was clear in every lecture. Her approach 
to livestock handling is to get down on their level and try 
to see what they see; she has single handedly improved the 
lives of livestock around the world. She brought about a 
paradigm shift in the humane treatment of animals. This 
is a life lesson we can all learn from, students and educators 
alike. To be effective in our interpersonal interactions we 
must always strive to see things from others’ perspectives. If 
you take Dr. Grandin’s lesson to heart, then with her help 
we can all make this world a better place for all of God’s 
creatures; great and small!”
 I encourage you to say thank you to someone who 
has mentored you and to continue the good vibrations by 
being a mentor to someone else.  If you do not already have 
at least one strong mentor/mentee relationship, take the 
time to seek out and build this type of relationship with a 
colleague or student. Keep the ripples moving in a positive 
direction. See you in Houston!
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The art of teaching is the art of 
assisting discovery.

Mark Van Doren, 1894–1972
Pulitzer Prize-winning poet,  

educator, and critic

T
eaching,  like parent-
ing, is perhaps one 
of the most difficult 
jobs there is. Imagine 
one adult in a typical 

classroom attempting to impart infor-
mation, inspire a zeal for learning, and 
even entertain a group of as many as 
40 young people who come to school 
with vastly differing needs, interests, 
ideas, and desires, and whose indi-
viduality is shaped by a vast array of 
contrasting languages, cultures, expec-
tations, values, and socioeconomics. 
Demands from society to prepare stu-
dents for the ever-changing collection 
of knowledge and skills it has identi-
fied as requisite for successful citizen-

ship alongside increasingly formulaic 
governmental attempts at account-
ability have together made teaching 
appear more complex than the class-
room image alone. Is it any wonder 
that many teachers determine quickly 
to find alternative career paths? 

Educators hold approximately 3.8 
million, or about 4%, of the available 
jobs in the United States, and during 
the 2004–2005 school year, 621,000, 
or almost 17%, of teachers left their 
positions (American Association for 
Employment in Education, 2008). 
Slightly less than half of those teachers 
transfer to a different school. That rep-
resents a rate of almost 1,000 teachers 
per day who quit teaching and 1,000 
teachers per day who transfer to a new 
school across the US. When schools 
with high levels of poverty are consid-
ered separately, the percentage jumps 
from 17% to 21%.

Research about attrition and 

mobility suggests that the shortage of 
good teachers is a skewed perception 
(Ingersoll, 2003; Ingersoll & Perda, 
2008). These sources cite the high turn-
over of new teachers—nearly a third 
in their first 3 years of teaching and 
half by the fifth year. Labor statistics 
also show that nearly 18% of new hires 
are considered to be new teachers, or 
within their first 3–5 years of teach-
ing. Ingersoll’s empirical research has 
suggested that the ones who remain 
are dedicated to stay long term, thus 
skewing the data, which appears to 
show a large number of retiring teach-
ers when only around 2% of teachers 
leave for retirement. And in a recent 
study conducted for the Consortium 
for Policy Research in Education, a col-
lective of researchers at the University 
of Pennsylvania, Columbia University, 
Harvard University, Stanford 
University, the University of Michigan, 
the University of Wisconsin-Madison, 

The Faces of  
Underachievement: 

Gifted Teachers Imperiled  
Like Their Gifted Students

F. Richard Olenchak, Ph.D., P.C.
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and Northwestern University, data 
indicate that there are sufficient num-
bers of qualified teachers in all disci-
plines, yet there are “not significant 
numbers of willing teachers” (Ingersoll 
& Perda, 2009, p. 37). 

Why is it that there so many 
teachers who are unwilling to teach? 
Although a buffet of reasons is fre-
quently conjectured, an extensive 
meta-analysis of empirical literature 

about teacher attrition answers the 
question from a data-driven perspec-
tive. Borman and Dowling (2008) 
concluded that:

1. While some attrition is desirable 
(weeding out ineffective teachers 
from the profession), the reality is 
that the majority of teachers who 
elect to leave their jobs are in fact 
effective, conscientious educators.

2. A variety of personal and profes-
sional factors influence defecting 
teachers’ decision to leave the 
profession, and these cluster pre-
dominately around weak or miss-
ing workplace support systems. 
Components leading among the 
sources of dissatisfaction that 
precipitate attrition include inad-
equate time for preparation and 
planning, marginally attractive 
compensation that is not com-
mensurate with increasingly high 
expectations, and lack of faculty 
influence and autonomy in terms 
of curriculum and instruction.

3. The most significant aspects of 
teacher attrition are likely resolv-
able through policy adjustments 
at the state and local levels and 
through development of new 
initiatives specifically addressing 

the key sources of dissatisfaction 
mentioned in Item 2 above; prepa-
ration time, compensation, and 
autonomy.

Based on this meta-analytic 
research, it is fair to extrapolate that 
when reasonably talented teachers 
choose not to exercise their skills in 
classrooms, they are in a sense behav-
ing as gifted underachievers and with-

drawing their talent from educational 
activity. In fact, such calculated under-
achievement carries the same sort of 
traits and implications in adults as it 
does in high-ability, school-aged stu-
dents who selectively underachieve. 

COMPARING AND 
CONTRASTING 

UNDERACHIEVEMENT 
IN TEACHERS WITH 
THAT OF STUDENTS

Interpretations of underachieve-
ment continue to be as diverse as peo-
ple themselves, though there is general 
agreement among researchers that 
underachievement is a significant dis-
crepancy between actual performance 
and some index of ability (Rimm, 
1986). Typically, underachievement 
among school-aged youth is defined 
academically, but there is ample rea-
son to believe that, in keeping with 
Rimm’s widely accepted definition, 
persons—including teachers—under-
achieve whenever they fail to perform 
at a level commensurate with their 
ability of any kind. Particularly when 
students of fairly high ability under-
achieve and when teachers who have 
been rated as capable decide to forget 

teaching as a career, there is ample rea-
son to believe that the reasons behind 
the underachievement are related to 
affective or social/emotional concerns.

For example, in the case of under-
achieving school-aged students who 
are otherwise highly capable, class-
room attributes can precipitate and 
eventually institutionalize under-
achievement, particularly in terms of 
students’ talent areas. Features such as 
understimulating curriculum, instruc-
tional strategies that fail to allow for 
a range of individual learning and 
response styles, and classroom envi-
ronments that inhibit nurturing of 
strengths individually and collectively 
serve to impede exercising one’s abili-
ties. The hyper-accentuation of weak-
nesses through remedial approaches or 
the unnecessary over-practice of basic 
skills gauged to relatively low-level 
summative assessments often can lead 
to and perpetuate underachievement 
(Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003).

Similarly, among educators who 
are capable of better than average 
teaching, it follows that an overempha-
sis on mundane tasks, tucked inside 
rigid school procedural structures that 
do not foster individual critical and 
creative thinking coupled with prob-
lem solving and decision making, can 
lead to teacher underachievement. As 
with students, teachers who perform 
at a level less than that of which they 
are capable amidst unaccommodating 
settings, if prolonged and oppressive 
enough, can likely precipitate drop-
ping out. School-aged students and 
teachers alike who drop out do so 
because of environments that do lit-
tle to acknowledge and develop their 
individual talents (Ingersoll & Smith, 
2003). And because talent develop-
ment among both children and adults 
is rooted as much in cognitive as it 
is in affective aspects of the individ-
ual (Olenchak, 2009), it only makes 
sense that when the schoolhouse fails 
to address both cognitive and affective 
needs of its students, there is probably 
the chance that it also fails to address 

School-aged students and teachers alike who 

drop out do so because of environments that 

do little to acknowledge and develop their 

individual talents (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003).
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the cognitive and affective needs of 
its teachers. Persons who do not feel 
social/emotional support will not per-
form at their best, and persons who 
over time do not feel as if they can 
exercise their skills in a way that is per-
sonally meaningful are likely to drop 
out—students and teachers alike.  

Heretofore largely restricted to 
academic performance among stu-
dents, the construct of underachieve-
ment probably has been limited by the 
fact that even when school program-
ming efforts do address strengths, they 
often focus on academic talents alone 
and seldom provide for the purpose-
ful development of affective abilities 
(Olenchak, Gaa, & Jackson, 2009). 
A persistent view exists in society as 
well as among many educators that 
spending time and money on noncog-
nitive skills takes away from content 
learning and that affective education 
is unnecessary (Bluestein, 2001, p. 87). 
Federally, the No Child Left Behind 
legislation and the vestiges of it that 
still haunt classrooms nationwide, in 
addition to a number of legislative acts 
and policies at the state level, have so 
emphasized achievement test perfor-
mance as the foremost if not sole mea-
sure of success or failure in schools, 
that design and implementation of 
curricula and instructional strategies 
targeting affective development have 
been hindered if not altogether elim-
inated. Although there is a paucity 
of evidence that such programming 
is currently very much in use, there 
is strong indication that schools will 
continue to disregard explicit attention 
to the affective domain. As a result, 
students who may possess affective 
but not necessarily cognitive talent 
are out of synch with societal demands 
(VanTassel-Baska, Buckingham, & 
Baska, 2009), and the teachers who are 
equally in need of affective scaffolds 
in the increasingly high-stress class-
room of the 21st century are literally 
left wanting.

Comparably, there is evidence 
that specific attention to affective 

development and to affective talent is 
all but absent in preparatory programs 
for adults, including teacher education 
programs. Two unpublished analyses 
of the courses and requirements of the 
50 largest teacher education programs 
in the United States conducted by the 
Urban Talent Research Institute at the 
University of Houston in 2005 and 
repeated in 2012 each concluded that 
few intentional efforts were under-
taken to address affective development 
among individuals studying to become 
teachers. Although practices such as 
reflection were identifiable as perhaps 
simple beginnings in this regard, the 
emphasis on cognitive activity was 
decidedly far greater than on affec-
tive activity. If modeling is the strong 

educator believed to be, then it can be 
concluded that teachers who have been 
taught through models that reduce 
emphasis on affective development in 
favor of cognitive development will 
likely teach that way themselves. What 

remains unknown is how long it takes 
for such teachers to realize that some-
thing is missing in their own reper-
toire of psychosocial skills and to what 
degree that absence may cause them to 
leave education in search of it. 

Jumping to Conclusions
 As societal demands for increased 
educational accountability and more 
rigorous, world-class standards seem-
ingly prompted increased federal and 
state attention to schools during the 
early part of this century, schools 
began to assume a new direction in 
which test outcomes became all but 
paramount. Indicators of the over-
emphasis placed on tests continue to 
abound. Examples include:

1.  Educators who felt increased pres-
sure to raise test scores sometimes 
stooped to cheating (Axtman, 
2005).

2. Students, sensing the elevated 
emphasis on testing and emulating 
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adults, also engaged in a variety of 
cheating scams on tests and assign-
ments (Callahan, 2004; Moon, 
Brighton, Jarvis, & Hall, 2007).

3. Incidents of school behavior issues 
increased in parallel with the test-
based schoolhouse. Although 
causal relationships have not 
been established, there is reason 
to believe that when students 
engage in negative behavior, they 
may very well be actualizing their 
frustrations with the school envi-
ronment (Gottfredson, 2001).

4. Flight to homeschooling or to pri-
vate schools where testing is either 
not accentuated or is of low or no 
consequence has soared (Green & 
Hoover-Dempsey, 2007). 

As society has apparently accepted 
the notion that single scores on tests 
accurately reflect both teaching and 
learning, it is interesting to note that 
an increasing number of families have 
opted out of the test-based school 
environment. For example, in 1999, 
the U.S. Department of Education 
National Center for Educational 
Statistics (NCES) conducted a study 
through the National Household 
Education Surveys Program (NHES) 
that reported an estimated 850,000 
secondary-aged students were home-
schooled. The same study conducted 
8 years later estimated that 1,508,000 
youths where being homeschooled in 
the spring of 2007 (NCES, 2008). 
Hence, between 1999 and 2007, the 
number of children being schooled 
in the home increased by 74%. 
According to Aurini and Davies 
(2005), the majority of homeschool 
families worldwide opt out of public 
and private schools for many reasons, 
and test-centered classrooms is among 
the leading ones.

It is equally intriguing to note 
the increasing rate of teacher attrition 
both among educators new to the pro-
fession and those who have substantial 
years of experience. In a study pre-
pared for the Education Commission 

of the States that analyzed teacher 
attrition between 1980 and 2003, it 
was found that the highest attrition 
rates among teachers occurred in their 
first few years of teaching. However, 
it was also found that similarly high 
attrition rates took place after many 
years of teaching when individual 
teachers were near retirement, thus 
producing a U-shaped pattern of 
attrition with respect to age or experi-
ence (Guarino, Santibanez, Daley, & 
Brewer, 2004). Furthermore, several 
studies link swelling teacher attrition 
to the increased use of high-stakes test 
results being used as the dominant 
steering mechanism for determining 
the nature of classroom instruction 
(Crocco & Costigan, 2006; Kersaint, 
Potter, & Meisis, 2007; Kopkowski, 
2008).

The notion that the same society 
that advocates more tests in public 
education at the same time students 
and teachers are fleeing from public 
schools in growing numbers is illus-
trative of a bigger problem than test 
scores themselves. Having jumped to 
the conclusion that at least some of 
schools’ ills if not society’s ills can be 
“solved” by raising standards, testing 
for those standards, and then making 
decisions about students and teach-
ers alike based on test results, those 
segments of society electing to find 
alternatives to public education may 
now wonder if they have made a mis-
take in thinking. Perhaps test-based 
schools are not the answer; perhaps 
raising standards and expectations 
without simultaneously redefining 
what it means to learn and to teach is 
tantamount to cart-before-the-horse 
thinking. Simply preparing teachers 
cognitively without express attention 
to their affective growth and devel-
opment in an era of pressure-cooker 
accountability is probably as myopic as 
attempting to teach school-aged youth 
without equal emphasis on cognitive 
and affective attributes. 

There is ample confirmation from 
neurological science that cognitive 

development is influenced to a great 
degree by affective development. In 
fact, it has been demonstrated that 
cognition is activated by emotional 
stimuli, and thinking, problem solv-
ing, and decision making are individ-
ually and collectively enhanced by 
positive emotions (Damasio, 1994, 
1999; Isen, 2004; Zins, Walberg, & 
Weissberg, 2004). In fact, there is 
increasing evidence that even in an 
educational system that is devoted 
primarily to cognitive develop-
ment, that ignoring affective growth 
defeats the very purpose of the cogni-
tive-based school—that even schools’ 
overall ability to succeed in attaining 
Adequate Yearly Progress objectives 
in a test-driven era is actually imper-
iled by not addressing the social and 
emotional development of individual 
students and teachers. Hence, by not 
scaffolding the affectivity of teachers, 
it is plausible that they will be less 
able to provide the sort of psychoso-
cial structures for students to perform 
well. Quite simply, the lack of explicit 
support for educators’ social/emotional 
needs may well undermine their ability 
to provide in kind for their students, 
thereby yielding less than anticipated 
educational results from classrooms.

Recent research in neurobiology 
suggests that the aspects of cognitive 
ability to which schools are most ori-
ented—learning, attention, memory, 
decision making, and social func-
tioning—are all significantly influ-
enced by the processes of emotion 
(Immordino-Yang & Damasio, 2007). 
More convincingly, it is now believed 
that each of these cognitive skills 
that schools, the general public, and 
political decision makers have elected 
to emphasize are actually subsumed 
within emotion—that the ability to 
transfer knowledge and skills from 
school to real life is highly dependent 
on an “emotional rudder” that governs 
judgment and action (Immordino-
Yang & Damasio, 2007, p. 7). It is 
logical to conclude then that when 
schools and the larger society do not 
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support educational efforts to develop 
essential social and emotional abilities, 
students and their teachers alike are 
likely to function less than fully. 

Educational services that are out 
of alignment with individual student’s 
needs contribute to underachievement 
(Baum & Olenchak, 2002; Baum, 
Olenchak, & Owen, 1995, 1998; 
Olenchak, 1994, 1995; Rimm, 1997). 
For example, gifted students who have 
been diagnosed with learning disabili-
ties, attention deficit hyperactivity dis-
order, social and emotional problems, 
and other attendant concerns that 
require federal educational accommoda-
tions (e.g., IDEA or Rehabilitation Act 
Section 504), are often served for their 
disabling conditions first. Interestingly, 
this placement of disability first, while 
decidedly not in keeping with the tal-
ent development literature, may at least 
afford these students attention to social 
and emotional development, whereas 
their gifted peers without disabilities 
may have access to few such services. 
In fact, accommodations for students 
with disabilities have long emphasized 
specific services for addressing social 
and emotional development (Morse, 
Ardizzone, MacDonald, & Pasick, 
1980), and they continue to do so 
(Council for Exceptional Children, 
2003). Unfortunately, there are no 
similar mandatory support systems to 
provide for the psychosocial aspect of 
teachers. 

UNDERACHIEVEMENT 
ENIGMA  

 Considerations of underachieve-
ment are further confounded by the 
numerous methods through which 
professionals attempt to address the 
problems related to this incongruity 
between potential and actual perfor-
mance. As with issues of definition, 
most paths toward reversing under-
achievement have been theorized and 
tested in cases of academic problems 
among children and particularly 
those otherwise judged to be capa-

ble of consistently superior academic 
performance (Seeley, 1993). Other 
than considerations of stress factors 
among artistically gifted young people 
(Kogan, 1995) and “blocks” inhibit-
ing productivity among the creatively 
talented (Davis, 1992), little regard 
has been paid underachievement 
aside from that which is scholastic. 
Underachievement among teachers 

is absent from research literature; 
instead, studies postulate about the 
increasing levels of teacher attrition. 
For otherwise capable teachers to 
leave the field is emblematic of under-
achievement; it is indeed dropping out. 
It is time for professionals to extend 
the construct of underachievement 
among gifted students in the affective 
domain to high-ability teachers—that 
social and emotional underachieve-
ment is as insidious for teachers as it 
is for their students. 

Exploring the Meaning 
of Underachievement 
Through Children 
 With a full scale WISC-IV (The 
Psychological Corporation, 2003) 
score of 157, Cho had been identified 
with enormous academic promise in 
first grade; equally superior creativity 
potential had been assessed using the 
Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking 
(both Figural and Verbal forms; 
Torrance, 1966) as well as observa-
tional data collected during her pre-
school and kindergarten years. Those 
data included several instances in 
which Cho demonstrated remarkable 

creative talent. At age 3, she directed 
and staged a “parade of dolls” play 
starring her stuffed animal collection. 
Later, she designed and constructed 
a bridge of common building blocks, 
rocks, and nails to ford a creek behind 
her house to allow her to get to a fellow 
kindergartner’s home to avoid having 
to cross streets.
 Now, a 9-year-old fifth grader, 
Cho was enrolled in a magnet school 
for academically gifted students. 
Having performed extremely well 
scholastically, including a double 
promotion from second to fourth 
grade, Cho began fifth grade with an 
announcement to the school principal: 
“I have decided to take a sabbatical 
this year.” When asked to explain, 
she told the principal that she had 
“worked hard enough and needed a 
vacation longer than the summer.” 
 As the school year progressed, 
Cho proved she was a girl of her words; 
her grades were average at best, and 
she was not involved in the array of 
projects and activities that had previ-
ously been her choice. However, after 
returning from the winter break, she 
again approached the principal and 
told him her sabbatical had been long 
enough; her school and extracurricu-
lar performance quickly returned to 
the level known before Cho’s original 
announcement.
 In the interim, both Cho’s parents 
and teachers were concerned that she 
had intentionally elected to become an 
underachiever, and all expressed fears 
that, for whatever reasons, Cho may 
have adopted a set of school behaviors 
likely to overshadow her significant 
strengths. Though several profession-
als involved with the school also cau-
tioned that this bright, young girl may 
well require special intervention aimed 
at curbing her underachievement, a 
few others felt the nature of her under-
achievement—self-described as a “sab-
batical”—was not only transitory but 
more importantly was indicative of her 
need for social-emotional rejuvenation 
as a person who, despite her young 

An emotional sense of 
pessimism eventually 

envelopes all 
underachievers who 

otherwise possess 
superior potential, 

and feelings of 
frustration replace 

those of fulfillment.
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age, obviously possessed a great deal of 
affective ability paralleling her cogni-
tive potential. While it was the latter 
view that proved correct, this excerpt 
from Cho’s schooling prompts a ques-
tion critical to considering under-
achievement among gifted children 
and adults: Is real underachievement 

ever knowingly self-selected? Without 
equivocation, the answer is affirma-
tive. Ponder the case of Eduardo. 
 Eduardo was a 13-year-old, eighth 
grader in a typical public school. 
Although identified for participation 
in a specialized program for students 
with significant talent in the fine arts, 
he was no longer allowed to participate 
in the program because he had lagged 
seriously in all of his performance, 
including the music he had previ-
ously loved so dearly. Through some 
intensive individualized counseling at 
school that took place after a referral 
for emotional/behavioral disabilities, 
it was discerned that Eduardo had 
elected to perform poorly in school. 
It was his way to gain attention from 
his parents whom he felt had grown 
overly preoccupied with their careers, 
and it was also a means for him to 
feel a sense of emotional belonging 
among his neighborhood peers who 
were not involved in high-ability 
school programs. Academically hav-
ing fallen from customarily attaining 
grades of A in virtually all school sub-
jects, placing first-chair trumpet in the 
school orchestra, and winning awards 
for his original musical compositions, 
Eduardo clearly looked like a real 
underachiever. However, was he an 

underachiever socially and emotion-
ally? Was his intentional decision not 
emblematic of a rather sophisticated 
level of affective self-awareness? 
 Perhaps the only difference between 
Eduardo and gifted youngsters who 
underachieve without any cognitive 
awareness as to the reasons prompting 
their poor performance was Eduardo’s 
degree of affective stamina and con-
trol. He knew he could again achieve 
at high levels, but like Cho, he know-
ingly chose not to do so. Still, the level 
of underachievement and its effects were 
no different from those experienced by 
underachieving gifted students who are 
unclear about themselves, their emo-
tions, their roles, and their affective 
needs. The main distinction, of course, 
is that Cho and Eduardo could reverse 
their poor performance when they 
decided. Most other gifted students who 
experience underachievement, includ-
ing those with formally diagnosed 
disabilities, do not have this luxury of 
control, nor have they achieved the level 
of social-emotional development that 
Cho and Eduardo had.
 Regardless, underachievement, 
whether self-selected or adventitious, 
eventually produces the same out-
comes for children and adults expe-
riencing it. An emotional sense of 
pessimism eventually envelopes all 
underachievers who otherwise pos-
sess superior potential, and feelings of 
frustration replace those of fulfillment. 
Note then that underachievement, 
while it is usually identified because 
of flagging performance results, is 
in reality sustained by emotions that 
are negative. Even those persons with 
histories of excellent performances 
and profiles of tremendous talent are 
placed at risk of a continuing cycle of 
failure due to the pervasive attitudes 
of negativism that develop due to their 
underachievement; truly, one might 
say that underachievement begets 
underachievement. Snyder (1994, 
p. 24), using statistical analyses to 
factor away the effects of previous 
accomplishment and high ability, 

described the predictive ability of his 
construct of hope—the converse of 
pessimism—in a manner that clarifies 
the state of otherwise capable persons 
who underachieve: “high hope likely 
assures people of some success in 
reaching goals; high intelligence or a 
record of achievement only gives them 
a chance.”  

Social-Emotional 
Underachievement
 The notion of underachievement 
whether among gifted or other stu-
dents has been consistently linked to 
academic performance. In the adult 
world, underachievement is also pre-
dominately conceptualized as perfor-
mance that is in some way less than 
that which would be anticipated given 
an individual’s ability profile. Whether 
or not later-life underachievement con-
sistently has roots in childhood devel-
opment is not conclusively known, but 
the way in which underachievement is 
defined is the same regardless of age 
and context—that underachievers are 
seen as not actualizing their talents, 
abilities, and gifts at a level seen to 
be corresponding with their assessed 
or supposed potential (Borkowski & 
Thorpe, 1994). In any case and at 
any age, underachievement has been 
over and over again attributed to the 
inability of the underachiever to inte-
grate self-regulation and affect, the 
latter of which subsumes the array 
of social-emotional traits and skills. 
With the exception of studies in psy-
chiatry targeting serious mental health 
disorders such as schizophrenia (e.g., 
Ciompi, 1982, 1988, 1991, 1999), few 
theorists and researchers have exam-
ined underachievement in any way 
other than cognitively. To illustrate, 
Borkowksi and Thorpe (1994) pro-
posed a metacognitive model for con-
ceptualizing the interactions among 
executive functioning, attributional 
beliefs, and learning strategies: “we 
believe that it is the incomplete or 
inadequate integration of self-regula-
tion, with strong motivational beliefs 
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about the power and importance of 
self-efficacy, that is at the heart of 
underachievement” (p. 50).  
 It is of critical importance to 
acknowledge that the Borkowski and 
Thorpe view is the dominant one today 
in both psychology and education, 
yet this perspective overtly lacks con-
sideration for the affective aspects at 
play in each individual’s functioning. 
It makes no sense that terms such as 
“self-regulation,” “beliefs” and “self-ef-
ficacy” can be considered apart from 
the affective dimension of each person. 
How is it feasible that an underachiev-
ing person can be self-regulated, inter-
nally motivated, and self-efficacious in 
a manner that is emotionally free? 

It seems not only unlikely but 
implausible, and when one contem-
plates the recent neurobiological 
research referenced above, it seems mis-
guided ever to consider metacognition 
without also considering meta-affect. 
Although it is not the purpose here to 
examine the notion of meta-affect or 
the theoretical and research underpin-
nings of this relatively new construct, 
it is useful to consider that meta-affect 
should be conceptualized as one of the 
foundations for human performance. 
The Bull’s Eye Model for Affective 
Development (Olenchak, 2009) and 
the attendant research from positive 
psychology (e.g., Seligman, 1990, 
2004; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000; Snyder, 1994) on which the 
Bull’s Eye is constructed provide a 
clear means for grappling with the 
cognitive-affective interaction in terms 
of each individual’s facility for scaf-
folding performance by more than just 
using powers of thinking but by also 
using powers of feeling. As a result, 
there is every reason to believe that 
underachievement is as much a social 
and emotional phenomenon as it is 
one that is cognitive. There is every 
reason to believe that among teach-
ers, who may be forced to wrestle with 
immense threats to their psychological 
well being, addressing underachieve-
ment of the social-emotional type 

may be even more critical in coming 
to terms with the situations under-
achievers face and ultimately in ame-
liorating them. To be sure, if gifted 
students are to develop fully in both 
the affective and cognitive arenas, the 
gifted teachers with whom they work 
must equally be allowed to achieve 
full development. That means that 
American education must seek ways 
to scaffold social/emotional develop-
ment for teachers and students alike. 
 

Teaching is not a lost art, but the 
regard for it is a lost tradition.
Jacques Barzun, 1907–2012

Presidential Medal of Freedom 
winner, author, and historian
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ll children enter America’s public schools 

with a natural dose of curiosity and won-

der, necessary components of creative 

thinking. However, a troubling piece of 

evidence is that by the age of 7, children 

are using only 10% of their creative ability. Sadly, by the age of 

40, most adults are about 3% as creative as they were at age 7 

(Biech, 1996). Sir Ken Robinson (2006) attributed this to our 

current school systems stating, “Our students do not grow into 

creativity, they grow out of it—or rather, they’re educated out 

of it.” This insight provides even more incentive for placing 

creativity at the forefront of educational initiatives as we mold 

our practice for 21st century student outcomes.

 We realize we cannot afford an 
educational system that allows stu-
dents to be passive in their learning, 
merely, “accepting information and 
‘fact’ as presented in textbooks, classes 
and the media” (Barrell, 2003, back 
cover). So how can we use creative 
thinking and creativity to enhance 
instructional practices and take advan-
tage of the natural “curiosity-creativity 
link”? How can we use creative think-
ing and creativity to increase student 
engagement to maximize learning out-
comes? With this as a stated goal, here 
are questions educators might explore 
to better understand various mindsets 
around this concept. How can we:

 • afford time to encourage students 
to question, to speculate, to create?

 • prepare the minds of students 
to be open to creative learning 
experiences?

 • develop learning environments 
where standards and creative 
thinking coexist?

 • better understand the effect cre-
ativity has on a collaborative team 
learning environment?

 • help students internalize the state-
ment “…whether you believe you 
can or believe you can’t, you’re 
probably right”?

 What roll can parents play in 
an effort to support their child’s cre-
ative development? Dorothy Parker 
(attributed) noted, “The cure for bore-
dom is curiosity. There is no cure for 
curiosity.” All children are born cre-
ative and curious (just watch a 2-year-
old doing her work of play). They ask 
questions, explore, are imaginative, 
and need self-expression. The chal-
lenge for parents is to help their child 
become even more creative and sup-
port them to maintain their creativity 
through childhood and adolescence. 

THE GIANTS BEFORE US
 Newton stated, “If I have seen fur-
ther, it is by standing on the shoulders 
of giants.” Two of those giants recog-
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nized by the field as the “instigators” 
of integrating creativity into education 
are Alex Osborn and E. Paul Torrance. 
Each made incredible contributions as 
authors, lecturers, and developers of 
programs and resources to promote 
creative thinking and creativity in 
the lives of students. Their work has 
greatly contributed to our understand-
ing and development of creativity as a 
framework for instruction and curric-
ular design.

ALEX OSBORN: INVENTOR 
OF BRAINSTORMING

 • Established the Creative 
Education Foundation

 • Developed the Osborn-Parnes 
Creative Problem Solving process

 • Founded the Education 
Foundation’s Creative Problem 
Solving Institute

 • Published How to Think Up— 
coining the term brainstorm-
ing (1942), Your Creative Power 
(1948), and Applied Imagination 
(1953)

 In 1948, Osborn stated, 
“Brainstorm means using the brain 
to storm a creative problem and to do 
so in commando fashion, each stormer 
audaciously attacking the same objec-
tive” (p. 265).

E. PAUL TORRANCE: 
“FATHER OF CREATIVITY”
 • Published more than 1,117 books, 
articles, and chapters

 • Created the Future Problem 
Solving Program

 • Developed the Torrance Tests of 
Creative Abilities

TORRANCE’S MANIFESTO 
FOR CHILDREN: 

 • Don’t be afraid to fall in love with 
something and pursue it with 
intensity.

 • Know, understand, take pride 

in, practice, develop, exploit, and 
enjoy your greatest strengths.

 • Learn to free yourself from the 
expectations of others and to walk 
away from the games they impose 
upon you.

 • Find a great teacher or mentor 
who will help you.

 • Don’t waste energy trying to be 
well-rounded.

 • Do what you love and can do well.
 • Learn the skill of interdependence.

 With the work of these two indi-
viduals as a foundation, we created the 
Curiosita Teaching Program™ to help 
educators integrate creative think-
ing into their existing teaching. We 
wrote Curiosita Teaching: Integrating 
Creative Thinking Into Your 21st 
Century Classroom and the comple-
mentary resource, Curiosita Teaching: 
Handbook of Instructional Strategies to 
provide teachers with an overview of 
the program and 
a wide range of 
classroom-tested 
lessons and activ-
ities. In both 
books we dis-
cuss and use the 
term creativity 
to describe the 
thinking pro-
cesses of both 
creat ive and 
critical think-
ing that result in 
student creative 
p r o d u c t i v i t y. 
These resources 
allow teachers 
to integrate cre-
ativity into instructional and curric-
ular design in any standards-based 
classroom. 

TEACHING CREATIVITY
 Davis (1992) stated, “No amount 
of training will create a da Vinci or 
Edison. But it is also true that every-
one’s capacity for creative living and 

creative thinking can be increased” 
(p. 12). The highly creative abilities 
of individuals emerge only when 
schools value creativity and provide 
students with these types of thinking 
opportunities:

 • asking provocative, stimulating 
questions;

 • solving problems in unusual or 
unique ways;

 • generating unusual or unique 
ideas;

 • challenging conventional thought;
 • playing with possibilities and 
alternatives;

 • discussing passions and interests; 
 • being in one’s “own world” of 
thought; and

 • developing creative products over 
a period of time.

 By teaching creativity, we mean 
directly teaching students a number 

of methods, strategies, techniques, 
skills, and tools they can practice and 
use to increase their ability to think 
more creatively, critically, and to better 
solve problems. “One key competency 
that employers across-the-board value 
in employees is the ability to think 
creatively and logically in order to 
solve problems” (Partnership for 21st 
Century Skills, 2003).

By teaching creativity, we 
mean directly teaching 
students a number of 

methods, strategies, techniques, 
skills, and tools . . .
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TEACHING CREATIVELY
 Creative learning requires cre-
ative teaching. Experience probably 
tells us, no matter how lengthy our 
teaching career, the more imaginative 
approaches used to make learning 
exciting, active, fun, and relevant, the 
more engaged our learners results in 
the more success they achieve. The 
basic foundation for teaching creatively 
includes subject expertise, strong 
motivation, the ability to communi-
cate well, high expectations for rigor 
and achievement, and the ability to 
inspire. Teaching creatively requires 
that teachers:

 • stimulate students’ curiosity 
through their teaching practices 
and spirit of instruction;

 • balance direct instruction 
teaching with opportunities for 
self-direction;

 • use a variety of questioning and 
reflection techniques to elicit con-
tinued improvement in learning;

 • recognize when encouragement is 
needed, and value intensive stu-
dent effort more than the comple-
tion of a product;

 • realize student confidence is as 
important as student competence;

 • use product-based learning as a 
tool for scaffolding student cre-
ativity skills;

 • use differentiation in teaching 
practice and in conversations with 
teachers and students to promote 
a continued understanding and 
acceptance of diversity;

 • understand creativity as a devel-
opmental skill and as a framework 
for designing curriculum and 
instruction; and

 • design the physical “look” of the 
classroom to intrigue and stimu-
late student ideas.

THE CREATIVITY FAN MODEL
 The Creativity Fan Model (Shade 
& Shade, 2011a) in Figure 1 represents 
the components that can be developed 

in each individual as part of the cre-
ative learning process. Each compo-
nent (fan blade) of the Creativity Fan 
Model has associated attitudes and 
abilities that influence the creative 
output of individuals. Teacher goals 
are provided to direct the honing and/
or further development of these atti-
tudes and abilities to improve student 
creativity. 
 To better understand how to 
infuse creativity into teaching, con-
sider the components involved in all 
learning compared to the components 
more unique to the creative learning 
process. All learning involves the com-
ponents of process, persistence, and 
product:

 • process—thinking patterns; proce-
dures, and pathways;

 • persistence—effort, diligence, or 
task commitment; and

 • product—verbal or visual demon-
strations of learning.

 Creative learning requires the 
additional components of perception, 
passion, person, and press:

 • perception—viewpoints or 
perspectives,

 • passion—intense desire or love for 
a concept or idea,

 • person—individual traits or 
behaviors, and

 • press—physical, psychological, or 
emotional influences. 

 Upon examining each blade in 
detail, educators will begin to under-
stand how their unique applications 
can change the classroom learn-
ing environment. When applied to 
instructional design it helps students 
to more easily begin to see what no 
one else is seeing and begin to think 
the way no one else is thinking . . . 
unique creative thoughts! By actively 
pursuing experiences that involve the 
components, all can become more 
creative teachers and teach or encour-
age others to be more creative. The 
seven components of the Creativity 
Fan Model depict the desired student 
targeted outcomes of being immersed 
in a program of creativity and creative 
thinking. 

ELEMENTS OF CREATIVITY
 Although there are at least 115 
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Figure 1. Creativity Fan Model. © 2011 Pieces of Learning.
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definitions of creativity, most, if not 
all, can be related to at least one of 
these four elements of creativity: 

 • Fluency—generating a great num-
ber of ideas;

 • Flexibility—creating ideas in a 
wide range of categories;

 • Originality—producing unique, 
novel, or one-of-a-kind ideas; and

 • Elaboration—adding details to 
enrich, refine, or embellish ideas.

In the Curiosita Teaching program, 
these four elements are part of the 
targeted student outcomes when stu-
dents are producing creatively. They 
can also be infused into the design of 
instruction to provide opportunities 
to elicit student works within each of 
the four element areas. The elements 
are the skills of creativity you will see 
demonstrated through the work of 
your students. Teachers can also use 
one or more of the Elements to provide 
instructional focus when executing 
lessons involving creativity. 

PASSION LEARNING
 Passion permeates all creativity 
fan blades:

 • passion is demonstrated in the 
process as willingness and joyful-
ness expressed in learning new 
skills and techniques;

 • passion emotionally changes 
an individual’s response to the 
required persistence necessary for 
task completion;

 • passionate people are energized to 
pursue original, new, and useful 
products and ideas;

 • passion causes one to embrace 
change and expand viewpoints 
and perception;

 • passion plays a role in the person 
by leading or driving the indi-
vidual toward the satisfaction of 
accomplishment and to take risks 
in thinking and actions; and

 • passion allows one to find tech-
niques that serve as “assisters” to 
encourage creative behavior and 

neutralize or reject “resisters” that 
inhibit in the press.

 Schools must offer a purposeful 
curricular design of diverse creative 
learning opportu-
nities for students 
beyond the visual 
and performing arts 
so students may dis-
cover and explore 
their passions. If this 
is not delineated as 
a curricular goal, in 
most cases, students 
will have very limited 
or repetitive enrich-
ment experiences 
that may or may not 
ignite their passions.

CREATIVITY 
TOOLS

 If you Google 
“creative thinking 
tools,” you will dis-
cover hundreds of processes, strategies, 
and procedures designed to help solve 
problems in school, business, or life. 
Some of the most common effective 
creative thinking tools include:

 • Brainstorming,
 • PMQ (Shade & Shade, 2011b),
 • Choice Boards (Shade & Shade, 
2011b), and

 • SCAMPER.

 These tools are just that—tools. 
These creative tools are used when 
attempting to make a decision or 
solve a problem. When a plumber 
comes to your house to solve a prob-
lem, he brings along a toolbox. The 
pipe wrench, an auger, a hammer, and 
a plunger are specific tools he will use 
to get the job done right. Notice as 
he works that each tool has a name 
and an explicit function. When used 
properly, the tool achieves the desired 
result. These tools also take many 
months or even years of practice to use 
with confidence and success. Wouldn’t 

it be cool to present a creative think-
ing toolbox to your students? Once 
learned, students can use any tools 
from the toolbox to make a decision 
or solve a problem.

 • Brainstorming remains a basic (and 
oftentimes misused) universal tool 
in creative thinking. Remember: 
There are rules! Follow the rules 
for effective sessions. 

 • The PMQ (Pluses, Minuses and 
Questions) allows students to 
explore any idea without the hin-
drance of emotions. They can 
more easily identify the possible 
consequences, outcomes, or trade-
offs prior to making a decision. 

 • The Choice Board is a tool that 
helps the user create and then 
prioritize a number of variables 
involved in making a decision. It 
keeps us from making decisions 
hastily and emotionally. 

 • SCAMPER is an acronym for 
seven “mini-tools” for your stu-
dents’ creative thinking toolbox. 

 One of the biggest challenges for 
our gifted students is to organize their 
thinking and have the emotional intel-
ligence needed to make good decisions 

Schools must offer a purposeful 
curricular design of diverse 

creative learning opportunities for 
students beyond the visual and 
performing arts so students may 

discover and explore their passions.
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and to persevere with their efforts. 
Patti and Dr. Rick Shade will offer 
Social/Emotional Problem Solving: 
Real Tools for Real GT Kids at the fall 
conference. This session will explore 
the topic of thinking and the idea it 
is a skill that can be taught. The tools 
presented in this session will allow 
our gifted students to get beyond the 
“emotional brain-robbing” to:

 • enhance idea generation and see 
more alternatives,

 • improve decision making and see 
more alternatives,

 • become more confident and pur-
poseful in their thinking,

 • monitor their actions/decisions 
and modify them as they solve 
problems, and

 • view thinking as an activity that is 
deliberate, effective, and fun.

ELEMENTARY THINKING 
VOCABULARY

 As we mentioned earlier, we 
believe creativity to be a developmental 
skill that can be taught beginning with 
the first days of school. Integrating 
creativity into all teaching and learn-
ing requires that we also introduce 

new vocabulary to help students 
understand the concept. This begins 
with the introduction of the elements 
of creativity and may include a new 
Thinking Vocabulary (Shade & Shade, 
2011a). The Thinking Vocabulary ter-
minology reminds students to focus 
on engaged thinking. It also func-
tions as an effective component of 

the classroom management plan as 
the language guides student processes 
in an efficient manner. The Thinking 
Vocabulary terms can be introduced 
to students as the language of the cre-
ative thinking classroom. These terms, 
based on the brain, influence the 
climate, instructional processes and 
procedures, and the behavior man-
agement of the classroom. Introducing 
the Thinking Vocabulary to students 
not only makes the organization and 
processing of instruction more effi-
cient, but it also serves as a constant 
reminder that we are focusing all work 
on thinking and using our brains. The 
processes and cues embedded in the 
language represent some of the stan-
dard classroom procedures along with 
new ones that are more poignantly 
directed towards the creative thinking 
processes. Here are a few of the terms:

 • Brain Dump—quickly generate 
and record/list ideas or words 
and then cross them out or throw 
them in the trash and challenge 
students again to brainstorm more 
interesting and unique ideas.

 • Brain Vote—after organizing 
or grouping a set of solutions or 
brainstormed ideas students are 

asked to place three colored dots 
on their favorite choices.

 What you see when all students 
are working with this brain-linking 
terminology is a new energy and 
enjoyment level as students complete 
routine procedures with enthusiasm. 
Students enjoy learning and using 

the Thinking Vocabulary and seem to 
innately adopt it as their personal “for-
eign language of thinking.” When you 
hear students using it in conversations 
with each other, you know the lan-
guage of thinking has become embed-
ded in your classroom.

SECONDARY STRATEGIES
 As former middle school teachers, 
we believe from our decade of working 
in grades 3–8, there are reasons that 
creativity can easily become a “team 
curriculum” at these grade levels. 
Students are:

 • in the throes of psychological 
and physical change and are not 
caught up in a one-size-fits-all 
mentality;

 • forming their individuality and 
are experiencing the diversity of 
their peers going through the 
same processes in different ways; 
and

 • establishing patterns of relation-
ships and will try new things and 
discard the ones that don’t fit with 
their perceptions.

 Educators have:
 • the freedom to work somewhat 
more flexibly in the content of 
core subjects or in exploratory 
course offerings,

 • a focus on providing students 
with opportunities to explore and 
develop interest-based learning as 
a part of career education, and

 • block scheduling options and/or 
weekly enrichment days that are 
conducive to the development of 
product-based learning curricula.

 There are two main approaches to 
teaching creativity in the secondary 
classroom. One route is to teach the 
creative tools and strategies apart from 
academic subject matter. For example, 
a standalone class, like digital anima-
tion, can be created and offered as an 
enrichment or exploratory course for 
students. Within this type of offering, 

One of the biggest challenges for our gifted 
students is to organize their thinking and having 
the emotional intelligence needed to make good 
decisions and to persevere with their efforts.
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core content topics can be infused into 
student products. Another approach is 
to infuse the methods, strategies, tech-
niques, skills, and tools of creativity 
into the academic core subject such as 
science. A teacher can infuse creativity 
into instruction much as one would 
infuse questioning skills into a lesson 
or unit. Both approaches provide stu-
dents with creative and academic 
learning opportunities. 

REVOLUTION OR 
EVOLUTION

 We view this approach not as 
a revolution, but as an evolution 
of our all our teaching practices, 
and as the result of being lifelong 
learners in our own classrooms. 
We imagined creativity as a whirl-
ing fan with the seven blades 
(creativity components) and four 
lights (elements of creativity). The 
Curiosita Teaching Program™ is an 
“innovative and systematic” way 
to infuse creativity into all parts of 
teaching and learning. The devel-
opment of this program is, in part, 
the result of endless conversations 
about school today and the influence 
of standards-based instruction. We 
noticed that everyone in every walk 
of life, once they identified us as teach-
ers, soon turned the conversation to, 
“What’s happening to our educa-
tional systems?” They kept asking 
very important questions, which usu-
ally ended with them more poignantly 
asking, “What do you think should be 
happening in schools?”
 Over the past 30 years, we’ve 
given this serious thought. We believe 
the answers lie within the essential 
question of, “What do we want our 
students to be able to understand, 
know, and do when they leave school?” 
A more practical approach (business 
model) might be to look backwards 
and ask, “What are we doing in 
schools that is relevant or irrelevant 
to the lives our students will be living 

after they graduate (or unfortunately 
for some, escape from the classrooms)? 

CREATIVITY CRUSADE
 We invite you to join us on a 
creativity crusade—students, par-
ents, teachers, administrators, home-
schoolers, school board members, 

workers, business leaders, and politi-
cians. Creativity for every student, every 
teacher, every subject, every school . . . 
EVERY DAY! 
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Beating the 

Odds:

Dr. Grandin has become a prominent author 
and speaker. She has also been featured on 
National Public Radio, major television pro-
grams, such as the BBC special The Woman 
Who Thinks Like a Cow, ABC’s Primetime 
Live, The Today Show, Larry King Live, 48 
Hours, and 20/20, and has been written 
about in many national publications, such as 
Time magazine, People magazine, Forbes, 
U.S. News and World Report, and The New 
York Times. Among numerous other recogni-
tions by media, Bravo Cable did a half-hour 
show on her life, and she was featured in 
the best-selling book, Anthropologist from 
Mars. Dr. Grandin’s current bestselling book 
on autism is The Way I See It: A Personal 
Look at Autism and Asperger’s. She has 
also authored Unwritten Rules of Social 
Relationships, Animals Make Us Human, 

Animals in Translation, Thinking in Pictures, 
The Autistic Brain, and Emergence: Labeled 
Autistic, and produced several DVDs. In 
February of 2010, HBO released a biopic, 
Temple Grandin. In addition to garnering 
Golden Globe Awards, Screen Actors Guild 
Awards, and Creative Arts Emmy Awards, 
the movie depicting Dr. Grandin’s life took 
home 5 Primetime Emmy Awards, including 
Outstanding Made for Television Movie.
 Dr. Grandin’s work continues to inspire 
millions as she shares her story of living with 
autism and models the fact that an autism 
diagnosis does not mean that a person can-
not experience achievement, productivity, or 
happiness in life. It is an honor to have the 
opportunity to interview Dr. Temple Grandin 
and share with Tempo readers.
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An interview with

Dr. Temple Grandin
Krystal Goree, Ph.D. and Tonya Trepinski

of kids that are nonverbal and nothing is done to 
build his math ability. That’s not a good thing. 
 Many kids are getting labeled autistic in our 
schools today. The problem with autism is that you 
have one bunch of kids who are low functioning and 
need a very different kind of service with a lot of sup-
port and, at the other end of the spectrum, you have 
some little geeky autistic 8-year-old who ought to be 
moved way ahead in math. The kids with ability will 
start to show up in third or fourth grade and their 
ability needs to be emphasized and addressed with 
appropriate learning experiences. In many schools, 
these kids are forced to do low-level math, over and 
over again. You should move them ahead if they have 
the ability, get them classes online if need be, but 
don’t hold them back. They will turn into behavior 
problems if they are forced to do the same boring 
stuff over and over again. I’m not suggesting putting 
a third grader in high school. I’m suggesting you bring 
the next grade’s math book down to the class or put 
that kid on a computer near the teacher so you know 
what’s on that laptop. Make sure he’s not playing a 
game and let him work on more advanced math.

KG: What do you think about the American 
Psychiatric Association (APA) dropping the specific 
diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome in the latest edition 
of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-5), and lumping it with autism spec-
trum disorders?

TG: I think it’s a bunch of nonsense. I believe that 
decision has to do with the booming amount of 
people on the autism spectrum. They were trying to 
narrow the spectrum. The thing that is interesting to 
me is that they expanded the definition of ADHD 

KG: Dr. Grandin, I understand that you speak at 
numerous conferences, including gifted education 
conferences, and that you will be delivering a keynote 
address at the upcoming TAGT conference. How did 
you become interested in gifted education? 

TG: I’ve been going to gifted conferences over the 
years as well as lots of autism conferences. I have 
observed more of the Asperger type on the higher 
end of the autism spectrum at the gifted conferences. 
Oftentimes, the child has no obvious speech delay 
and is really intelligent in at least one area. Then, 
I go to an autism conference, and I see the same 
kids; they are going down two different paths. One 
of my big concerns, especially on the higher end of 
the spectrum, is that there is too much emphasis on 
deficit and not enough emphasis on building up the 
area of talent. These kids often have uneven skills. 
For example, there might be a third grader who is 
brilliant in math but the school system will not let 
him accelerate in math because he is not brilliant 
in every subject area. I talked to a teacher in the 
airport recently who told me she got reprimanded 
by her principal because she let a gifted first grader 
into her third grade math class. Well, I say go ahead 
and let him take high school math if he can do it. 
We also need to remember, however, that the same 
student may need special education instruction in 
reading. The strengths in every content area may not 
be even, but kids should not be held back in the area 
of their strength. 
 Another thing that concerns me about schools 
that concentrate on disabilities rather than abilities 
is that kids get misplaced. I have seen a kid that may 
be very gifted in math put in to a class with a bunch 
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and increased the size of the depression 
spectrum. The problem with DSM 
labels is they are not precise diagnoses. 
People treat them like they are precise 
diagnoses, and they are not. They are 
not precise like diagnosing tubercu-
losis. The core disability in autism is 
social communication disorder. To say 

that social communication disorder is 
not autism is totally ridiculous (social 
communication disorder is a new DSM 
diagnosis). If you look at the gazillion 
papers on brain scans, the one thing 
that seems to go across all of them is 
that everyone who is on the higher end 
of the autism spectrum has problems 
with the social communication circuit 
in the brain. Bright, high functioning 
autistic kids, the ones who would over-
lap with the gifted kids, now get real 
hung up on their autism. Kids come 
to talk to me and all they want to talk 
about is their autism. I would rather 
have them talk to me about their sci-
ence project or some other thing. Also, I 
think that many autistic kids are being 
way too overprotected. I will be at a 
conference and a mom will come up 
to me with her 10-year-old boy and all 
he wants to do is talk about his autism 
and, then, the parents are doing most of 
the talking. The kid’s not learning how 
to socialize or shake hands.

KG: What are some of the most frustrat-
ing academic experiences you encoun-
tered as you went through school?

TG: In 1967, when I was going to 
college, thank goodness, algebra was 
not the math requirement. The math 
requirements, pretty much nationally, 
was finite math, probability matrices, 

and statistics. With ten tons of tutor-
ing, I was able to get through both 
required math classes with B’s. If I had 
been required to take algebra I would 
have been sunk. One of the things that 
concerns me today is that, with all the 
emphasis on algebra, kids like me get 
screened out of programs, and you 
need visual people like me. For exam-
ple, you need people like me to keep 
the nuclear Fukushima power plant 
from blowing up. The designers of that 
plant made a visual design mistake 
that I would never make. The math-
ematicians didn’t think about what 
would happen when they put emer-
gency generators in a basement that’s 
not waterproof. What do you think is 
going to happen to those emergency 
generators, the electric panels, when 
there is a flood? It’s not going to work. 
That’s why the reactors burned up, and 
that’s a design mistake I would never 
make in a hundred years. Engineers 
design the reactor. I don’t know how 
to design the reactor, but it is some-
one like me that has to lay out all the 
buildings and draw it up. I’d be going, 
“Wait a minute, if the sea wall is 
breached. We are in so much trouble, 
it’s not funny because we don’t have 
any way to protect these generators 
and these doors are not waterproof.” 
I would be able to picture the water 
smashing in and filling up the base-
ment. I visualize. 
 Some math was tough for me. I 
am hearing from many people who 
flunked algebra and found geome-
try to be easy. I talked to one parent 
whose kid was taking college physics 
classes and he couldn’t graduate from 
high school because he couldn’t pass 
algebra. He did not have trouble with 
other types of math. In addition, there 
is a certain kind of mind that can do 
higher level math without actually 
doing the work. Of course the teach-
ers throw a fit about that. I say, “You 
don’t get it. They think differently. Let 
them do it in their heads if they can.” 
Now, I understand that you do have 
to rule out cheating, but once we’ve 

ruled out cheating, let’s accept the fact 
that these kids think differently. Math 
is one area where you can just keep 
advancing them forward, but I have 
talked to teachers who have gotten in 
trouble for advancing kids in math. 
 So, why does algebra have to be 
a prerequisite for geometry? Working 
on construction types of things, I 
often see that there are things that 
the skilled trade person knows that 
the engineers don’t know, especially 
involving visualization skills.

KG: You believe that visualization is a 
strength needed for a person who prac-
tices skilled trades? 

TG: Absolutely, skilled trades involve 
things my kind of mind would be 
good at because I can visualize. For 
example, let’s think about working on 
weird electrical problems in cars. For 
example, why is this car doing all this 
weird stuff? And I would be the one 
that would be able to say, “Well, on 
that model, the wiring gets pinched 
in a certain place and that’s what 
causes a problem.” We need all kinds 
of minds, not just minds that are good 
at algebra.

KG: You credit your mother with being 
a real positive contributor to your success. 
In what ways did she encourage you?

TG: Well she had a really good sense. 
She knew that you can’t suddenly sur-
prise these kids, but you have to stretch 
them. If you don’t stretch them, you 
don’t develop them. You have to push 
just slightly beyond their comfort zone. 
I had anxiety problems and tended to 
be a recluse in my room. There was one 
big line drawn in the sand for me by my 
mother. I was not going to be allowed 
to become a recluse in my room. I had 
to come to meals. I had to attend classes 
even when I didn’t study. My mother 
gave me choices that helped with the 
anxiety, like when I was 15 and I was 
afraid to go to my aunt’s ranch. I was 
real anxious about anything new and 

One of my big concerns, 
especially on the higher 

end of the spectrum, is that 
there is too much emphasis 

on deficit and not enough 
emphasis on building 
up the area of talent.
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she gave me a choice. I could go to visit 
my aunt on her ranch for 2 weeks or 
I could go all summer. Not going to 
the ranch was not one of the choices. 
I went out there, loved it, and stayed 
all summer. My mother gradually kept 
pushing me, encouraging me to stretch. 
She made sure that I was always work-
ing on social skills. She had me shak-
ing hands with her guests and serving 
hors d’oeuvres at her dinner parties. 
I see kids today who are autistic and 
those around them are like “poor little 
Asperger’s, we’ll just order his burger 
for him” and I say, “No . . . he needs 
to go up to the counter at McDonald’s 
and order his burger for himself.” I have 
met a 17-year-old honor student who 
can drive, but she’s never shopped at the 
grocery store for herself. I mean, this 
is just ridiculous. They aren’t learning 
some of the most basic skills they need 
to have to be successful. 
 My mother also made sure that I 
learned work skills. I gained tons of 
work skills growing up. When I was 13 
my mother arranged for me to have a 
little sewing job with a lady who sewed 
dresses out of her home. I took apart 
dresses, and I hemmed them. When 
I was 15, I was cleaning horse stalls 
and worked at my aunt’s ranch as well 
as painting signs and selling them. In 
college I did an internship. It was a 
free internship; it wasn’t paid. I also 
worked in a research lab and worked a 
summer program for kids with autism. 
I had a lot of work experience before I 
graduated from college. 

Kids are not learning work skills 
today. People who are older and have 
gray hair that I know are on the spec-
trum and undiagnosed—all those 
people had jobs when they were 12. 
I remember that many kids delivered 
newspapers when I was growing up. 
We need a substitute for the paper 
route for 12 and 13 year olds. I know 
the paper routes are gone, so I have 
been suggesting jobs like dog walk-
ing. For example, at 6:30 you have to 
get the two dogs from two neighbor’s 
houses. You have to walk them for half 
an hour every day and learn that disci-
pline and responsibility of a job. Other 
things kids could do would be main-
taining the church website or help a 
person buy their groceries. They have 
got to learn work skills! I am seeing 
smart kids graduating from college 
with an advanced degree in philoso-
phy, but they’ve never held a job and 
don’t know the discipline of a job.

KG: I understand that you found a 
mentor who recognized your strengths 
and encouraged you. Who was that men-
tor and why was he or she so instrumen-
tal in your success?

TG: I had a great science teacher for 
a mentor. Having a mentor is very 
important, especially for a lot of teens. 
My mentor was actually a NASA space 
engineer who worked on space suits. 
I met him when I was about 2 years 
away from graduating high school. He 
got me interested by telling me that 

if I was going to be a scientist I had 
to study. He was very, very creative. 
First of all, he had me doing all kinds 
of interesting projects in school. Then, 
he taught me how to use the scientific 
literature. I didn’t know what scientific 
journals were and he taught me how 
to look up things in scientific journals. 
My mentor got me hooked on science. 
I still had a horrible time with math, 
but my problem with English and 
history was that I just didn’t want to 
do them. I was not at all interested in 
them. One thing teachers and parents 
have to look at is lack of interest ver-
sus not having the ability to do some-
thing. I could not do the algebra, but 
that was not the case with English and 
history. I just had to buckle down and 
learn to get the work done. 

KG: So having a mentor as a teenager 
was really important to you?

TG: That really made a difference and 
the other thing that really helped is 
that when I went to college he was still 
around. I had a really hard time emo-
tionally in college. Being on time and 
doing my homework was a challenge. 
Once I decided to knuckle down and 
get to work, that was a nonissue. He 
helped me with all of that.

KG: You mentioned earlier that you 
have strong visualization skills.

TG: I found out my left parietal lobe 
is full of water. My math department 
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is full of cerebral spinal fluid. I have 
extra visual circuits all over my brain. 
The circuit in your brain for speaking 
what you see normally goes from the 
visual cortex and up to the motor lan-
guage area and then stops. Mine goes 
all over the entire brain. I have a word 
indexed visual search engine. I can put 
key words in and then I start associat-
ing all kinds of different things. To see 
how it works, give me a key word. Not 
something common like car or house, 
get a little more original than that.

KG: How about “planets”?

TG: Ok, the first picture I got was 
when I was in third grade, a bulle-
tin board where we made a solar sys-
tem with balloons. Now I’m seeing 
a picture I saw yesterday of the little 
voyager space craft that’s now going 
outside our solar system. Now, I’m 
thinking of a Star Trek episode where 
the voyager satellite got mutated with 
another alien form. Now I’m going to 
various Star Trek episodes. So, you see 
how my mind associates? There is logic 
to the associations.

KG: What are some other strengths on 
which you have focused?

TG: I am also really good at reading 
tons of literature and identifying the 
basic principle. I can sift through tons 
of data and find the really important 
things. I’m a very good trouble shooter, 
but I have trouble working with broad, 
general statements. I find that when 
teachers and parents ask me about 
a behavior problem with a kid, they 
overgeneralize. They will say things 
like, “My kid has a behavior problem 
in the classroom.” I don’t know how 
to address that. I don’t know how old 
the kid is, whether he is verbal or non-
verbal. What the behavior problem is. 
I have to have something more specific 
so I can start visualizing. I tend to use 
my old third-grade elementary school 
classroom as a picture. I can take my 
old elementary classroom, put a kid 

in that setting, and then have him do 
different stuff in that class. I have to 
use pictures from memory to create 
the scenes. 

KG: What can educators and parents 
do to help autistic children reach their 
full potential?

TG: What I see happening is educa-
tors pounding away on the disability 
and not doing a lot to build the ability. 
Right now, you want to know where 
the jobs are? They are in skills trades… 
things like diesel mechanics, automo-
bile mechanics, welding, and very high-
level computer science and electrical 
engineering jobs. I see kids that ought 
to be going into these kinds of jobs and 
they are going nowhere. They end up 
getting social security payments and 
playing video games in the basement. 
Instead of playing computer games, we 

should teach kids computer program-
ming. They are just playing them, they 
are not programming them. There are 
a few who learn computer program-
ming but the thing is, they must be 
introduced to programming. There are 
even free computer classes online, like 
Udacity. Computer companies couldn’t 
care less if you graduate from college. 
All they care about is your portfolios of 
skills. Remember Ed Snowden? I don’t 
think he graduated from high school. 
He says he was “self-taught” in com-
puter skills. 
 You should also be exposing kids 
to lots of different things in the mid-

dle school; that’s when we need to find 
their interests and hook them. A lot of 
boys are dropping out. Middle school 
is where we need to hook them on the 
idea that engines are cool. They can 
get good jobs that involve engines. 
The community colleges are doing 
those classes, but for a lot of kids col-
lege is too late. I want to commend the 
community colleges for what they’ve 
been doing. We need to be getting kids 
hooked on something they can be good 
at. Art was my thing. I was encouraged 
to do lots and lots of different kinds of 
art.

KG: What educational settings do you 
feel are most productive for autistic chil-
dren on various levels of the spectrum?

TG: People ask me about homeschool-
ing kids on the spectrum. If you home-
school a high functioning autistic high 
school student he needs to spend most 
of the day out there working and then 
come home at night, especially if he 
is very intelligent. Run them through 
their educational programs after work 
and on weekends. Test them out and 
get them out in the job market. 
 I’d rather see little kids in a 
regular school and if they do home-
school, they need to get together with 
home school groups and participate 
in lots of activities with other chil-
dren. Anything with other children is 
good . . . Boy Scouts or Girl Scouts, 
something where they have a lot of 
interaction with other kids. They 
have to learn social skills, and how to 
deal with teasing. One of the reasons 
some of these kids get homeschooled 
is they get bullied at school. Well, the 
only place I was not bullied was when 
I participated in activities that focused 
on specialized interests—horseback 
riding, model rockets, and electron-
ics. They need to get involved in spe-
cialized activities. It could be a school 
play; it could be Maker community 
groups where they get together and do 
things with 3D printers; it could be 
working in a farmer’s market.

One thing 
teachers and 

parents have to 
look at is lack of 
interest versus 
not having the 
ability to do 
something.
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KG: What are your feelings about 
inclusion for children with autism or 
Asperger’s?

TG: You want to do as much inclusion 
with autistic children as you possibly 
can. The problem you have is that a 
lot of times the lower functioning kids 
do better than the high functioning 
kids in the inclusive setting because 
the low functioning kids have obvious 
handicaps . . . so they don’t get bullied. 
It is the kid who is almost normal that 
gets bullied. Some autistic high school 
kids are just tortured—the real smart 
ones, the geeky ones. I am in favor of 
pulling them out, letting them finish 
high school with online coursework, 
and getting them into the work force. 
If they are too young for the formal 
market then I’m going to put them 
into the informal economy.
 We’ve got to get more focused on 
what kids are going to do when they 
grow up. One of the worst things the 
schools have done for autistic kids is 
to take out all the hands-on stuff like 
sewing, cooking, art, woodworking, 
automobile repair, welding. . . . We 
have huge shortages in this country 
of skilled trades such as utility line 
workers. For some of these kids who 
are kind of different, those are great 
jobs. The oil industry is paying certi-
fied welders $100 an hour. Where the 
jobs are really hot right now is com-
bining computer science and electri-
cal engineering with a little dash of 
mechanical. Having those skills would 
make a kid a hot commodity. 

KG: You mentioned earlier that find-
ing and focusing on interests is very 
important. 

TG: : I am a big believer in the idea 
that you have to show kids interesting 
stuff to get them interested in inter-
esting stuff. I wouldn’t have become 
interested in cattle if I hadn’t been 
exposed to cattle when my mother sent 
me to my aunt’s ranch. This is another 
reason I have been so adamant that it 

has been so bad that the schools have 
taken out the hands-on classes. This is 
where you get kids exposed in to stuff 
they are interested in. 
 I have heard sad things where the 
kid is bad in math so they took him 
out of band to give him an extra class 
to get him help in math. That’s the 
worst thing you could do. Don’t take 

him out of the one thing he is good at. 
We need to allow him to study in his 
area of interest.
 Also, we have to find things that 
kids are not only interested in but can 
also do as a career. There are some who 
believe that everyone is the same in 
that they can become skilled in every-
thing if they are just taught and prac-
tice. Let’s say you take people that are 
middle of the road math, they can do 
in math classes, but there is a differ-
ence between those kids and the kid 
who is a math genius. This is where 
I think Malcolm Gladwell is wrong. 
I agree with him that there needs to 
be access to the teaching and practice. 
You do have to develop skills; I didn’t 
develop my skills overnight. There 
are some skills, however, that I would 
never be able to master. No matter 
how hard I worked at skiing, I could 
never get passed the intermediate 
stage. I could never get my feet close 
enough together. Some of the kids I 
skied with reached the expert level in 
one season. And yes, I do believe there 
is innate ability—especially when you 
get away from the middle of the road 

and have people who have an extreme 
ability. Then, there are some peo-
ple that will never be able to master 
skills, like a person who’s never going 
to learn to talk no matter how much 
therapy they get. I had a blind room-
mate and she is not going to become a 
photographer—no matter how much 
she practices. That wouldn’t be very 

reasonable. But there is a whole lot she 
can do. 

KG: If you had one suggestion for edu-
cators today, particularly for working 
with gifted kids who are on the autism 
spectrum, what would it be?

TG: I would tell them to develop areas 
of strength and teach work skills so 
kids can turn their areas of strength 
into good careers.
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I am seeing smart kids 
graduating from college 
with an advanced degree in 
philosophy, but they’ve never 
held a job and don’t know the 
discipline of a job.
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A
lthough  K–12 teachers generally agree 
that instructional choice should be consid-
ered for gifted students, debate can arise 
about the importance and implementa-
tion of student choice in the classroom. 
The use of choice can vary significantly 

within schools, even those schools that are committed to 
integrating a more formal student-based learning model. 
In order to better understand how teachers feel about the 
use of instructional choices, interviews were conducted and 
surveys completed by teachers from various grade levels as 
they were asked to share their thoughts on the importance 
of offering students choice in 
their learning. They were also 
asked about the most effective 
ways to implement student 
choice as part of the instruc-
tional plan. In addition, 
gifted students in classrooms 
of the same teachers were 
surveyed to better under-
stand their views on the 
use of instructional choice 
for K–12 gifted learners. 
As responses to the 
surveys and 
i n t e r v i e w 
prompts by 
both teach-
ers and stu-
dents were 
closely exam-
ined, certain 
commona l i-
ties emerged 
to clarify the 
importance of 
incorporating 
instruct iona l 
choice in the 
classroom as 
well as to define any special circumstances that may impact 
choice in primary and secondary classrooms. 

WHY ARE INSTRUCTIONAL 
CHOICES IMPORTANT?

 When K–12 teachers and gifted students were asked 
why instructional choice was important in their classrooms, 
most responses fell within three categories: ownership of 
learning, independence, and meeting the diverse needs 
and learning styles of gifted learners. Interestingly, these 
three ideas were conveyed on surveys completed by gifted 

students from kindergarten to high school, as well as by 
their teachers. Even at lower grade levels, gifted children 
understood the value of having instructional choices and 
were able to express why they thought their teacher should 
allow them to have options. When questioned, although 
gifted students and their teachers may have used different 
vernacular and examples to describe the importance of 
choice, their responses indicated similar perspectives and 
beliefs that were examined in this study. 

Choice Encourages Student Ownership
When considering why instructional choice is import-

ant, the most common response was “ownership.” When 
gifted students are provided the opportu-

nity for instruc-
tional choices, 
they are more 
likely to claim 
the work as their 
own and take a 
more active role 
in their learn-
ing experience. 
Although it may 
seem obvious that 
students should be 
involved in deter-

mining the path and strategies for their 
learning, gifted children develop the 
perception early during the elementary 
grades that education is a mandatory 
obligation that is done to them. To 
them, the learning environment is a 
structured situation over which they 
have little control and in which there 
are few compromises. Our gifted 
children often come to believe a 
classroom activity is best completed 
by determining exactly what the 
teacher wants and quickly submit-

ting exactly what they believe to be expected so that they can 
move on to what they would rather be doing. The impact of 
this behavior is evidenced by the barrage of inquiries such 
as, Is this right? or Is this what you want? during classroom 
activities. Students may adopt a more passive stance on what 
is considered to be a stimulating, thought-provoking experi-
ence. When choice is encouraged and students begin to take 
an active role in their own learning, ownership over their 
educational experiences soon follows.

Choice Increases Student Independence
The development of student independence was another 

reason provided for the importance of instructional choice. 

“For so many reasons, it is 
simply the right thing to do 
for this age group” 

(Group of secondary 
teachers on why choice is important for  students)

“The GT students seem 

to get more involved in 

assignments when they 

have choice. They have so 

many creative ideas and the 

[choice] gives them the 

opportunity to use them.” 

(Social Studies teacher on 

student response to choices) 
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Although K–12 teachers supported the idea of developing 
gifted children who think independently, ways to encour-
age and support learner independence were less obvious. 
Fortunately, as student ownership increases, independence 
in learning also develops. Through instructional choice, the 
focus of learning moves away from the teacher to gifted 
learners. Whereas teacher-centered instruction focuses 
on successful completion of activities and products with 
external expectations, when student-based ownership of the 
learning process is supported, gifted students internalize 
motivation and become more independent learners. They 
then move from asking teachers, Is this what you want? to 
I was thinking I could…. 

Of course, student independence encouraged by instruc-
tional choice manifests itself differently at various grade levels 
based on various factors such as individual differences and 
individual areas of strength. In the lower grades, gifted students 
may still need some assistance securing resources needed as well 
as the reassurance that their approach to independent learning 
is on the right track. At the secondary level, gifted students 

may need 
assistance from teachers in learning how to organize a task 
by breaking it into smaller chunks and realistically managing 
their time in order to meet their goals. This type of teacher 
support encourages independence based on student choice and 
helps them gain a deeper understanding of how to function 
effectively as independent learners. With time and success in 
making choices, gifted students will become more comfort-
able as independent learners and gain expertise with research 
techniques and time management tools. 

Diverse Needs and Learning Styles
 Another reason why instructional choice is important 

is its ability to address the diverse needs and learning styles 
of gifted students. Although educators make instructional 
decisions based on the needs of gifted learners, it is unreal-
istic to expect that a single instructional activity or product 

will meet the diverse learning needs of all gifted students. 
The Dunedin College of Education conducted a research 
study on the preferred learning styles of 250 gifted students. 
Students were asked to rank 13 different learning options 
that they might encounter in their classrooms. Of the dif-
ferent options described to the students, only one option 
did not receive at least one negative response, and that was 
the option of having a choice (Keen, 2001). If appropriate 
choices are provided, gifted students can find an activity 
or product that matches their dominant learning styles. 

In addition to meeting individual needs of gifted 
students, instructional choice provides an opportunity 
for teachers to observe student strengths and preferences 
otherwise unnoticed in a more traditional classroom set-
ting, Rather than limiting the scope of classroom activities, 
teachers who incorporate instructional choice into their 
planning are more likely to engage gifted students in learn-
ing and, thus, better meet their educational needs.

THE IMPORTANCE OF CHOICE IN 
THE SECONDARY CLASSROOM

 Although ownership, independence, and learning styles 
were consistently noted as important by secondary teachers 
in the survey, these teachers also shared ideas about why 
instructional choice is so important for secondary gifted 
students. As gifted students enter the middle school years, 
their individual interests and personal priorities shift some-
what from those they experienced during the elementary 
school years. Although learning and processing new ideas 
continues to hold some importance, secondary students 
become more concerned with discovering who they are 
and what they want to become. During their secondary 
school years, they may experiment with various hair colors, 
clothing styles, and peer groups. 

This change in priorities is often complicated by the 
addition of rules and guidelines that can frustrate gifted 
students. For example, when the school work assigned does 
not address their interests or is perceived as unimportant 
by gifted students, the value of the learning process is 
minimized. Consequently, when secondary-level teachers 
provide instructional choice, they reinforce the intrinsic 
drive teenagers demonstrate when they strive to discover 
lifelong interests that help define them. When secondary 
gifted students experience the control that instructional 
choice offers them, they gain respect and appreciation for 
the education experience and their teachers. 

INSTRUCTIONAL CHOICE IN 
THE PRIMARY GRADES

 Just as secondary teachers work with gifted students 
who crave instructional choice, primary teachers may find 

 “…I am different in 
the way I do stuff. 
I like to build stuff 
with my hands more 
than other things.” 

(Sixth-grade student, when 

asked why he enjoyed 

activities That allow choice)
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themselves challenged at the other end 
of the spectrum. Offering too many 
choices too soon can frustrate both the 
teacher trying to enhance the learn-
ing process and the gifted student who 
tries to do what the teacher asks but is 
uncertain how to do it. Choices and 
higher level thinking skills are related 
to students’ intellectual developmen-
tal. Gifted primary students may 
need more experience with indepen-
dent learning to respond with a well-
thought-out, analytical response when 
allowed to choose between instruc-
tional options and explain their selec-
tion. Young gifted learners may defend 
their choice as the one they liked, or it 
was red, their favorite color. Are pri-
mary gifted students capable of mak-
ing good choices or processing their 
decision at the analysis level or higher? 
Yes! They are very capable of making 
instructional choices and enjoy doing 
so with some guidance from teachers 
to help them gain skills needed to 
make good choices. 
 Making choices is a skill, much 
like writing an effective paragraph, 
which primary gifted students need 
to acquire in order to develop auton-
omy in their learning. Although bright 
children could figure out how to write 
on their own by discovering how to 
compose sentences and paragraphs or 
by modeling examples, it would be a 
time-consuming process with uncer-
tain results. Imagine, however, the 
progress gifted children make when 
given guidance and instruction in the 
skills needed to produce writing. The 
same is true with the instructional 
choices children need to make in the 
classroom to become independent 
learners. When instructed in the skill 
of making simple choices, gifted stu-
dents will be able to build on their 
acquired skills and make more com-
plex choices. Giving students respon-
sibility for their learning without the 
requisite skills to make good choices 
can cause frustration for both teachers 
and students.

DEVELOPING SKILL IN 
MAKING CHOICES

 In order to help gifted students 
master choice-making skills, teach-
ers need first to determine 
an appropriate number of 
choices for their students 
based on their maturity, 
level of independence, 
and successful experi-
ences with choices in the 
past. Whereas an end-
of-year goal might be to 
help students progress to 
choosing between many 
instructional options, 
teachers might start by 
asking their students 
to choose from one of 
three given choices in 
an ungraded activity. 
Students can then 
select one activity 
from three different 
options for a graded 
assignment. In this way, students 
are making one choice at a time and 
working to build confidence in their 
choice-making abilities. By limiting 
the number of choices offered at one 
time, teachers reinforce student skills so 
they can approach more complex and/
or varied choice formats in the future. 
Even kindergarten gifted students can 
advance from simple to complex choices 
with more options as their skill at mak-
ing instructional choices increases.
 Once K–12 gifted students under-
stand that they will make choices as 
part of their classroom experiences, they 
may need guidance on how to select an 
appropriate option. Students may need 
options with explicit or detailed descrip-
tion of each choice. Because primary stu-
dents often wish to please the teacher, 
they may tend to choose the option that 
they think the teacher would like them 
to select (i.e., Which of these do you think 
I should do?). To counter this tendency, 
teachers need to discuss each option with 
equal merit as a viable choice. Teachers 
may need to “think-aloud” as they dis-

cuss the different options to provide 
students with insight into the metacog-
nition that goes into evaluating different 
options and the choice-making process 
in general. 

Gif ted 
students and teachers agree that pro-
viding choices in the classroom is 
important for a quality educational 
experience and provide similar rea-
sons for integrating choices. However, 
regardless of the reason, when instruc-
tional choice is offered, the excitement 
felt by both students and their teachers 
who have the opportunity to experi-
ence it is incredible! 
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“The GT students seem to get more involved in assignments when they have choice. They have so many creative ideas and the [choice] gives them the opportunity to use them.” 
(Social Studies teacher on student response to choices) 
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What the Research Says: 

were quantitative with three quasi-experimen-
tal or experimental (Little, Feng, VanTassel-
Baska, Rogers, & Avery, 2007; Richards & 
Omdal, 2007; Russo, 2004), two descriptive 
(French, Walker, & Shore, 2011; Shaunessy 
& Suldo, 2010), one action research (Brulles, 
Peters, & Saunders, 2012), and one longitu-
dinal (Spielhagen, 2006). Participants ranged 
from elementary through high school with 
four focusing on middle school through high 
school (Bempechat et al., 2011; Richards & 
Omdal, 2007; Shaunessy & Suldo, 2010; 
Spielhagen, 2006), two focusing on elemen-
tary through middle school (Russo, 2004; 
Little et al., 2007), two focusing on elemen-
tary through high school (Brulles et al., 2012; 
French et al., 2011), and one focusing on sixth 
grade only (Thompson & McDonald, 2007).

 One of the studies examined the effects of 
an elementary and middle school social studies 
curriculum on gifted and nongifted students 
(Little et al., 2007). The curriculum addressed 
advanced content, higher level processes, and 
abstract concepts and was designed primarily 
for gifted and advanced students. All students 
who received instruction using the gifted educa-
tion curriculum showed more content learning 
that those who did not receive instruction using 
the curriculum. 
 Four of the studies looked at specific 
learning activities used during instruction 
and student preferences for different types of 
assignments. Tiered assignments were used with 
high school students who had low, middle, and 
high background knowledge in astronomy and 
Newtonian physics (Richards & Omdal, 2007). 
Significant differences were found between the 
scores of low background knowledge learners 
who received tiered instruction and low back-
ground learners who did not receive tiered 
instruction. The authors concluded that tiered 

E
ducators often describe how curriculum, learning activities, and 
specific program models in gifted education might also be ben-
eficial for students in general education. We were curious if any 
research had been conducted that examined any specific interven-
tions with students other than those who were identified as gifted 

and talented. Would any of the research findings in gifted education 
generalize beyond the gifted population? Specifically, what curriculum 
for gifted students would be effective with all students? Would there be 
differences in the types of learning activities for gifted students versus 
other students? Were there any program models in gifted education that 
should involve all students? 
 To address these questions, we examined articles that had been 
published in Gifted Child Today, Gifted Child Quarterly, Journal for the 
Education of the Gifted, Journal of Advanced Academics, and Roeper Review 
since 2003. To be included, the article needed to be empirical, involve 
K–12 students in the United States, include both general education stu-
dents and a gifted or advanced sample of students, and specifically address 
curriculum, instructional practices, and/or program models. We excluded 
those articles that focused primarily on differences between gifted and 
general education students in social, emotional, and cognitive character-
istics. Using these criteria, we found only nine articles. 
 Only two of the studies were qualitative (Bempechat, Jin, Neier, 
Gillis, & Holloway, 2011; Thompson & McDonald, 2007). The rest 



to perceive homework as being meaningful. Choices in homework assign-
ments may be equally as important as choices for classroom assignments.
 The remainder of the studies focused on program models that are 
frequently used in gifted education: cluster grouping, acceleration in 
mathematics, International Baccalaureate (IB), and Future Problem 
Solving. In terms of cluster grouping, gifted students made achievement 
gains in mathematics in the gifted cluster model only whereas non-iden-
tified gifted students made similar gains regardless of their placement 
(Brulles et al., 2012). With accelerated mathematics course taking, those 
students, both gifted and advanced, who completed algebra in the eighth 
grade stayed in the mathematics pipeline longer and attended college 
at greater rates than those who did not (Spielhagen, 2006). The Future 
Problem Solving program appeared to benefit both average and high-IQ 
students by increasing their fluency, flexibility, originality, and elaboration 
(Russo, 2004). Finally, within the IB program, gifted students’ coping 
strategies related to stress were compared with their high-achieving peers 
(Shaunessy & Suldo, 2010). Gifted students were more likely to (a) avoid 
demands by engaging in activities unrelated to the stressor, (b) take delib-
erate action steps to alleviate the stressor by focusing their efforts and 

energy on enacting a plan, (c) seek social support from friends who were 
not in their curriculum, (d) reduce their academic stressors by renego-
tiating expectations, activities, and deadline with their teachers, and (e) 
responding with humor. These strategies might be useful for their peers 
in being successful within the IB program.
 Given the small number of studies, more research is needed to exam-
ine which gifted education curriculum, instructional strategies, and pro-
gram models might be effective with other students. Results from these 
studies might provide information for administrators and teachers who 
are providing services for an increasingly diverse school population. 

Bempechat, J., Jin, L., Neier, S. M., Gillis, C. A., & Holloway, S. D. 
(2011). The homework experience: Perceptions of low-income 
youth. Journal of Advanced Academics, 22, 250–278.

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine students’ percep-
tions of homework experiences and determine how their perceptions 
related to prior research and theory on achievement motivation. There 
were a total of 92 ninth-grade students who participated in the study. 
The students were from low-income backgrounds and were equally 
divided between males and females. There were 31 European American 
students, 29 African American students, and 32 Mexican American 
students from two high schools in northern California. They partic-

instruction may be especially beneficial for 
lower level learners. 
 Two studies examined a common approach 
to teaching gifted students—choice in assign-
ments (French et al., 2011; Thompson & 
McDonald, 2007). Thompson and McDonald 
(2007) compared students’ preferences within 
teacher-constructed and student-constructed 
assignments among advanced achievers, under-
achievers, gifted achievers, and gifted under-
achievers. The researchers reported that both 
sets of achievers preferred teacher-constructed 
assignments where they thought they would be 
successful while underachievers desired easier 
tasks. With student-constructed assignments 
gifted students preferred more freedom whereas 
advanced students preferred more structure. 
French et al. (2011) found that elementary and 
middle school gifted students preferred inde-

pendent work. Gifted girls particularly liked 
independent study and peer teaching more than 
gifted boys. Non-identified students rated peer 
teaching and independent study as least enjoy-
able. Both sets authors concluded that provid-
ing choices in assignments was important for all 
students, with French et al. (2011) emphasizing 
the importance of teacher support in assisting 
students in working with others.
 One study focused on the characteristics 
of homework assignments for high-achieving 
versus low-achieving ninth-grade students 
from low-income backgrounds (Bempechat 
et al., 2011). The researchers reported that 
high-achieving students were bored by not 
learning something new from homework and 
low achievers were bored by uninteresting 
or too much homework. Even with limited 
accountability, high achievers completed their 
homework whereas low achievers didn’t. The 
authors concluded that teachers needed to create 
high-quality assignments, and students needed 
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ipated in semistructured and stan-
dardized individual interviews that 
were 45–50 minutes in length. The 
achievement measure consisted of the 
average GPA from the end of the 9th 
and 10th grade. Overall, the students 
didn’t have much assigned homework 
and reported little or no consequences 
if they didn’t complete their assign-
ments. Although higher and lower 
achievers shared some common views 
about what constituted enjoyable and 
disagreeable homework, the research-
ers reported some differences. Higher 
achievers were bored by homework, 
such as worksheets, when they did 
not perceive they learned something 
new. In contrast, lower achievers 
were bored by uninteresting or too 
much homework. Higher achievers 
completed their homework even if 
they acknowledged that they were 
not learning anything new or if the 
subject was something uninteresting 
to them. They persisted in doing the 
homework because it was expected 
of them. Lower achievers were less 
compliant with homework demands 
and felt less obligated to meet their 
academic obligations. However, both 
groups indicated the need for learning 
support. The authors concluded that 
students need to perceive homework as 
being meaningful, and teachers need 
to create high-quality assignments and 
observe their completion. Particularly 
for lower achieving students, they 
need ongoing guidance in order to 
see the relevance of homework tasks. 
Teachers can meet this challenge in 
part by enlisting and supporting fam-
ily members and peers in the home-
work process.

Brulles, D., Peters, S. J., & Saunders, 
R. (2012). Schoolwide mathemat-
ics achievement within the gifted 
cluster grouping model. Journal of 
Advanced Academics, 23, 200–216. 
doi:10.1177/1932202X12451439

This action research study included 
a single district’s examination of 
instructional practices within the dis-

trict. The urban school district served 
about 14,000 students from kinder-
garten through grade 8. The district 
was comprised mostly of Hispanic, 
students with 83% of students receiv-
ing free or reduced-price lunch. This 
study followed another similar study 
within the same district; however, 
the previous study examined math-
ematics achievement scores of the 
cluster-grouping model for gifted stu-
dents. The current study examined 
achievement scores for general educa-
tion students. The researchers found 
that general education students in the 
gifted cluster classroom or in a class-
room using the gifted cluster-group-
ing model were not harmed by the 
implementation of the cluster-group-
ing model and made similar progress 
regardless of the placement. Although 
gifted students seemed to demonstrate 
gains using the gifted cluster model, 
the general education students showed 
similar gains regardless of their place-
ment in the cluster classroom or a 
general education classroom without 
a cluster group. Thus, the research 
supports the notion that implemen-
tation of a cluster grouping model is 
appropriate for both gifted and gen-
eral education students’ mathematics 
achievement.

French, L. R., Walker, C. L., & Shore, 
B. M. (2011). Do gifted students 
really prefer to work alone? Roeper 
Review, 33, 145–159. doi:10.1080/
02783193.2011.580497

This study was interested in reexamin-
ing the notion that gifted students pre-
fer to work alone. Researchers divided 
their question in four categories: 

1. Which gifted students prefer to 
work alone? Are they defined by 
means of identification, grade, or 
sex? 

2. How strong is their preference 
to work alone? Is this related to 
the use of open-ended questions 
or the survey items that ask them 
directly about working alone? 

3. Why do some gifted students 

opt to work alone? Do different 
groups of students have different 
ideas about why people opt for 
different learning conditions? 

4. Do gifted students who feel ade-
quately supported in their learn-
ing welcome opportunities to 
work with others more than those 
who do not feel supported? 

Participants for this study were students 
from Johns Hopkins University Center 
for Talented Youth (CTY) and Fairfield 
schools. The total number of students 
ranged from grade 4 to 12 and included 
50 students from elementary, 117 from 
junior high, and 80 from high school 
with 110 males and 137 females. From 
all these students, 111 were identified by 
the school as gifted, 44 as high achiev-
ers and 92 not identified. The instru-
ments used in the study included How 
I Like to Learn, Popularity factor items 
from the 80-item Piers-Harris Children’s 
Self-Concept Scale, Item IX from the 
Personality and Interest Inventory, and 
some newly created items. The data 
collected were examined using indi-
vidual analyses of variance (ANOVA) 
for gifted and high-achieving students 
versus non-identified students, the 
three grade groups, male versus female, 
support from others, and survey pref-
erence outcome variables. Results for 
Question 1 showed that gifted students 
at both the elementary and junior high 
levels demonstrated greater preference 
for working alone. In addition, gifted 
girls rated independent study more 
highly than non-identified boys, as well 
as rated peer teaching more enjoyable 
than did gifted boys. The results for 
Question 2 showed that school-identi-
fied gifted students across grades chose 
working alone more often when the 
options were suggested. The results 
for Question 3 showed that students 
offered several explanations for differ-
ent preferences including ability level, 
personality, popularity, perceived fair-
ness of work distribution, and ability 
to tailor one’s work to the group. The 
results from Question 4 suggest that 
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gifted students who did not feel sup-
ported chose an independent learning 
activity more often than did those who 
were more consistently supported. In 
addition, both peer teaching and inde-
pendent study activities were rated least 
enjoyable by non-identified students 
and not supported. The researchers 
suggest two important ideas for con-
sideration in the classroom: (a) gifted 
students do not necessarily prefer to 
work alone, and (b) the willingness 
of all students to work with others is 
especially dependent on their feeling 
supported in their learning by teachers 
and follow students. 

Little, C. A., Feng, A. X., Van 
Tassel-Baska, J., Rogers, K. 
B., & Avery, L. D. (2007). A 
study of curriculum effective-
ness in social studies. Gifted 
Child Quarterly, 51, 272–284. 
doi:10.1177/0016986207302722

This study followed a quasi-experi-
mental design to examine the effects of 
a Javits-funded curriculum on gifted 
and nongifted students in elemen-
tary and middle school social studies. 
This curriculum included five units 
whose goals were to address advanced 
content, higher level processes, and 
abstract concepts. Each unit was 
designed to represent 9 to 12 weeks of 
social studies instruction and included 
specific lessons, the practice of strate-
gies from key teaching and learning 
models, exploring and discussing key 
content topics, and identifying link-
ages across unit goals. This curricu-
lum was implemented only with the 
treatment group. The total number of 
participants in this study was 1,200 
students in grades 2 to 8 from nine 
schools in the same district. From the 
total participants, 949 (79.1%) were in 
the treatment groups and 41 students 
(3.4%) were identified as gifted. The 
treatment group had 35 gifted stu-
dents. To assess the effect of the cur-
riculum, three assessments for students 
were given: a measure of students’ 
conceptual thinking (CNT), a mea-

sure of critical thinking (CRT), and a 
unit-specific content assessment. The 
teachers participating in the treatment 
group attended one to four days of 
professional development before and 
during their implementation. When 
the data were analyzed, results showed 
that the implementation of the cur-
riculum had a significant effect in the 
area of knowledge. When the students 
in the treatment and the compari-
son group were compared, students 
exposed to this curriculum showed 
more content learning. However, when 
looking at conceptual reasoning and 
critical thinking, no significant dif-
ferences were found. Further analysis 
showed that there were significant dif-
ferences in the effect of the curriculum 
across schools and across units. The 
researchers suggested that these results 
opened doors for future studies related 
to implementation fidelity. The results 
of the study should be examined care-
fully, especially when it comes to gen-
eralization. As the researchers pointed 
out, the number of gifted students in 
the overall sample is limited. 

Richards, M. E., & Omdal, S. N. 
(2007). Effects of tiered instruc-
tion on academic performance in 
a secondary science course. Jour-
nal of Advanced Academics, 18, 
424–453.

Tiered instruction is grouping stu-
dents for instruction based on their 
prior background knowledge in a 
given subject area. Activities are gen-
erally differentiated in content, pro-
cess, and/or product. The purpose of 
this study was to examine the effects 
of tiered instruction on the perfor-
mance of students in a secondary sci-
ence classroom. Seven classes of high 
school students (n = 194) were ran-
domly assigned to the treatment group 
where tiered instruction occurred 
and seven classes of high school stu-
dents (n = 194) were assigned to the 
control group where an astronomy 
unit was traditionally taught. Tiered 
instruction activities were matched to 

high, middle, or low levels of back-
ground knowledge on astronomy and 
Newtonian physics. Tiering involved 
variation in these areas: depth of con-
tent, degree of structure, number of 
steps, skills used or new skills learned, 
length of time on task, sophistication 
of the product, and resource materials. 
The results of this study showed a sig-
nificant difference between the scores 
of low background knowledge learn-
ers who received tiered instruction and 
low background learners who did not 
receive tiered instruction, indicating 
that tiered instruction may be espe-
cially beneficial for lower level learn-
ers. Through the implementation of 
this study, the researchers found that 
(a) professional support for teach-
ers is critical to the success of tiered 
instruction; (b) a strong background 
in the subject matter and a thorough 
understanding of the range of poten-
tial learning activities appropriate to 
the targeted levels of learners is essen-
tial; and (c) the implementation of a 
change of instructional and classroom 
organization, pedagogy, and expecta-
tions needs to be systematically intro-
duced over time.

Russo, C. F. (2004). A comparative study 
of creativity and cognitive prob-
lem-solving strategies of high-IQ 
and average students. Gifted 
Child Quarterly, 48, 179–190. 
doi:10.1177/001698620404800303

This study examined the possible 
relationships between intelligence, a 
measure of creativity, and cognitive 
problem-solving skills of middle school 
students. The research focused on two 
main questions: (a) is there a difference 
in the cognitive problem-solving strat-
egies of high- and average-IQ students 
as measured by their performance on 
three Future Problem Solving tasks? 
and (b) is there a different pattern 
of performance on creative thinking 
for high- and average-IQ students 
engaged in a problem-solving program 
from pretest to posttest? The study 
included students (N = 37) from an 
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after-school Future Problem Solving 
program in grades 5 and 6. Based on 
the Cognitive Skills Index (CSI), 17 
students were grouped in a high-IQ 
group if they scored an IQ between 
118 and 141, and 20 students in the 
average-IQ group who scored between 
97 and 110. The data were collected 
through a pretest given during the first 
session and a posttest given at the end 
of the 6-month period. The measures 
used were the Verbal Torrance Test 
of Creative Thinking with Words 
(TTCT) for creativity and the Test of 
Cognitive Skills-2 (TCS-2) for verbal, 
nonverbal and memory abilities. For 6 
months, all the students attended one 
90-minute session per week working 
on three problems developed by the 
Future Problem Solving program. 
The results showed that both groups 
of students gained fluency, flexibility, 
originality, and elaboration by taking 
part in the creative problem solving 
program. Specifically, performance 
and IQ for verbal fluency and figural 
elaboration showed significant interac-
tions. The average-IQ students scored 
higher figural elaboration than the 
high-IQ students. Creative thinking 
skills were not consistent between 
high-IQ and average-IQ students, but 
differed across all types of students. 
The results of this study support the 
idea of teaching creativity and prob-
lem-solving skills for both average 
and gifted students. In addition, one 
should take into consideration that 
there is not a single overachieving 
theory of creativity; creativity might 
be exhibited in different ways. 

Shaunessy, E., & Suldo, S. M. (2010). 
Strategies used by intellectu-
ally gifted students to cope with 
stress during their participation 
in a high school International 
Baccalaureate program. Gifted 
Child Quarterly, 54, 127–137. 
doi:10.1177/0016986209355977

This research used a secondary data 
analysis of two archival databases to 
investigate the social-emotional needs 

of gifted and high-achieving student 
in the International Baccalaureate (IB) 
program. The researchers had two main 
questions: 

1. Do intellectually gifted learners 
experience diminished or elevated 
levels of perceived stress com-
pared to other students in the IB 
program? 

2. What are the differences between 
the coping behaviors of IB stu-
dents according to scores on the 
ACOPE and findings from focus 
groups of gifted and high-achiev-
ing students? 

The database consisted of quanti-
tative data obtained from a total of 
141 students in the IB program with 
52 identified as gifted according to 
state identification criteria and 89 
high-achieving students. The data 
were collected using two measures: 
the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) and 
the Adolescent Coping Orientation 
for Problem Experience (ACOPE). 
The results of the analysis showed 
gifted students do not perceive ele-
vated levels of perceived stress com-
pared with other student in the IB 
program. In addition, when compared 
to high-achieving students, gifted 
students more frequently used one of 
the following five coping strategies: 
(a) avoiding demands by engaging 
in activities unrelated to the stressor, 
(b) taking deliberate action steps to 
alleviate the stressor by focusing their 
efforts and energy on enacting a plan, 
(c) seeking social support from friends 
who were not in their curriculum, (d) 
reducing their academic stressors by 
renegotiating expectations, activities, 
and deadlines with their teachers, 
and (e) responding with humor. On 
the other hand, compared to IB learn-
ers, gifted students were less likely to 
choose one of the following three cop-
ping strategies: (a) engaging in active, 
conscious problem solving and deci-
sion making relevant to the stressors, 
(b) spending more time with close 
friends, and (c) responding to stress 

by engaging in relaxing activities. The 
results of this study have opened doors 
to many future researchers. However, 
one must not disregard the limitations 
of the study with regard to general-
izability. The findings are specific to 
the IB program and to secondary 
students. For that reason, replication 
of this study in different settings and 
age groups should be done. In addi-
tion, future studies can investigate the 
nature of academic stressors for differ-
ent groups of students. 

Spielhagen, F. R. (2006). Closing the 
achievement gap in math: The 
long-term effects of eighth-grade 
algebra. Journal of Advanced Aca-
demics, 18, 34–59.

More students are being included 
in advanced mathematics courses 
at younger ages. Spielhagen exam-
ined more inclusive designs where all 
students have an equal opportunity 
to enroll in algebra in eighth grade. 
Three questions guided the research 
study: What was the demographic 
composition of the eighth-grade alge-
bra class? Were the selection criteria 
implemented in an equitable manner 
across the school district? Were there 
any long-term advantages experienced 
by students who had studied algebra 
in the eighth grade? Participants were 
the 2004 high school graduation class 
in a large southern school district (N = 
2,634). Data were collected on mathe-
matics course-taking after eighth grade, 
achievement tests, SAT scores, and col-
lege attendance after graduation. The 
results indicated that more girls than 
boys and more Whites than minori-
ties took eighth-grade algebra. Being 
identified as gifted was the strongest 
predictor for being selected for eighth-
grade algebra. The outcomes of stu-
dents with similar ability, as measured 
by preassessment in seventh grade, were 
compared. The groups performed sim-
ilarly on end-of-course exams in high 
school math and the mathematics sec-
tion of the SAT I. However, students 
who completed algebra in the eighth 
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grade stayed in the mathematics pipeline longer and attended 
college at greater rates than those who did not. Because of 
the sequential nature of mathematics course work, students 
taking algebra at an earlier age have the opportunity to enroll 
in more advanced courses in the future. 

Thompson, D. D., & McDonald, D. M. (2007). Examining 
the influence of teacher-constructed and student-con-
structed assignments on the achievement patterns of 
gifted and advanced sixth-grade students. Journal for 
the Education of the Gifted, 31, 198–226. doi:10.4219/
jeg-2007-676

This qualitative study examined student achievement and 
perception of control through two inherently different 
assignment structures: teacher constructed and student con-
structed. The participants in the study were sixth graders 
enrolled in the gifted and talented program in a southwest 
suburban middle school district. Twenty-five students were 
identified gifted and talented, with 8 of these identified as 
underachievers, and 29 were advanced students, with 7 
identified as underachievers. The study took place over a 
6-week period. The curriculum engaged students in a vari-
ety of language arts activities though the reading of Jacob 
Have I loved by Katherine Paterson. For the teacher-con-
structed assignment, the teacher gave the students an essay 
assignment with teacher-created guidelines and an assess-
ment rubric to develop their reflection of the themes and 
symbols from the novel. In addition, students were asked 
to complete a self-evaluation Likert scale to indicate their 
comfort level with the assignment structure and assess-
ment tool. As for the student-constructed assignment, the 
teacher asked the students to create a project demonstrating 
a personal connection to the novel and to identify criteria 
most important for evaluating their project. This freedom 
of instructional goals and evaluation was assessed similarly 
through the Likert scale. After analyzing the data, student 
reflections were coded according to themes, concepts, and 
semantics. From the teacher-constructed assignment four 
main themes emerged: flexibility, ease of task, substance, 
and comfort. Overall, students who desired flexibility and 
substance in the teacher-constructed assignment were repre-
sentative of all four student categories (the advanced achiev-
ers, the advanced underachievers, the gifted achievers, and 
gifted underachievers). Both advanced underachievers and 
the gifted underachievers desired ease of task, while both 
gifted achievers and advanced achievers chose the essay 
which they felt would lend them the most success in the 
area of comfort. From the student-constructed assign-
ment two contrasting themes emerged: structure and free-
dom. The results showed that gifted achievers and gifted 
underachievers preferred freedom in their instruction. The 
researchers recognized the limitations of the study—the 
size of the population studied, the homogeneity of the par-

ticipants, content-specific parameters, and the choice of 
product in the teacher-constructed assignment. However, 
the results identified four major implications for teaching 
practices: trust students, provide choices, develop a facilita-
tive disposition, and practice awareness over assumptions. 
These implications are discussed in the article. 

Susan K. Johnsen, Ph.D., is professor in the Department of Educational 
Psychology at Baylor University where she directs the Ph.D. program and 
programs related to gifted and talented education. She is the author of more 
than 200 publications including Identifying Gifted Students: A Practical Guide, 
books related to implementing the national teacher preparation standards 
and common core standards in gifted education, and tests used in identify-
ing gifted students, and is editor-in-chief of Gifted Child Today. She serves 
on the Board of Examiners of the National Council for Accreditation of 
Teacher Education, is a reviewer and auditor of programs in gifted educa-
tion, and is chair of the Knowledge and Skills Subcommittee of the Council 
for Exceptional Children. She is past president of The Association for the 
Gifted (TAG) and past president of the Texas Association for the Gifted 
and Talented (TAGT). She may be reached at Department of Educational 
Psychology, Baylor University, One Bear Place #97301, Waco, TX 76798 or 
Susan_Johnsen@baylor.edu
 Yara N. Farah is a doctoral student in the Department of Educational 
Psychology at Baylor University. Her research interests are related to gifted 
education, mathematics enrichment in inclusive classrooms, and twice- 
exceptional students.
 Sonia L. Parker is a doctoral student in the Department of 
Educational Psychology at Baylor University. Her research interests relate 
to adult learning, training and development, and organizational behavior.
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TEMPO welcomes manuscripts from 
educators, parents, and other advocates of 
gifted education. Manuscripts may focus on 
all areas of gifted/talented education including 
policies, applications of research, programs, and 
practices. TEMPO is a juried publication and 
manuscripts are evaluated by members of the 
editorial board and/or other reviewers. 
 Please keep in mind the following when 
submitting manuscripts:
1. Manuscripts should be 2,000 to 10,000 

words on a topic related to gifted education.
2. References should follow the APA style 

outlined in the sixth edition of the Publication 
Manual of the American Psychological 
Association.

3. Submit an electronic copy, typed, 12 pt. font, 
double-spaced manuscript. Use a 1 1/2" margin 
on all sides and number pages.

4. In addition to the title page, a cover page 
must be attached that includes the author’s 
name, title, school or program affiliation, 
home and work address, e-mail address, 
phone numbers, and fax number.

5. Place tables, figures, illustrations, and 
photographs on separate pages. Each should 
have a title and be referenced in the text. 
Submit electronically with manuscript.

6. Author(s) is fully responsible for accuracy of 
quotations, citations, figures, and facts.

7. Author(s) of accepted manuscripts must 
transfer copyright to TEMPO, which holds 
copyright to all articles and reviews.

8. Upon acceptance of a manuscript, the 
author(s) submits a 50–100 word biography 
and a 100–150 word abstract of the 
manuscript.

Please send manuscripts and inquiries to:
Krystal Goree, Ph.D. 
TEMPO Editor 
Krystal_Goree@baylor.edu
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SAVE THE DATE!

At Hall County Schools, Dr. Krisel is charged with 
promoting engagement and achievement for all 
students by increasing high-level programming 
options for gifted students and extending, as 
appropriate, the pedagogy once thought to be the 
exclusive domain of gifted education to a much 
larger group of learners. Additionally, Dr. Krisel is a 
member of the Board of Directors of the National 
Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) and a 
part-time faculty member in the Department of 
Educational Psychology at the University of Georgia.

Keynote 
Speaker: 
Dr. Sally C. Krisel
Director of Innovative and 
Advanced Programs
Hall County School 
System



Join nearly 2,000 
educators and parents 
who share a passion 
for meeting the unique 
needs of gifted and 
talented students at 
the TAGT 2013 Annual 
Conference, December 
4–6 at the George R. 
Brown Convention 
Center and the Hyatt 
Regency Houston. 

Conference Highlights:
• Opening general session keynote speaker:  

Dr. Joyce Juntune

• Closing general session keynote speaker:  
Dr. Temple Grandin

• One-day Parent Conference 
on Friday, December 6

• Over 150 intensive training sessions

• 15 strands of designated subjects for those 
who need training in different specialties

• TAGT is an approved provider of CE credit 
for educators, counselors, psychologists 
and school board members.

Visit tagtconference.org/2013 for more information!
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