Teaching Gifted and Talented Students with Projects 

 
Projects allow all students to show what they have learned in ways that highlight their interests, creativity, and strengths. With careful design, organization, and instruction, projects can meet the needs of gifted and talented students in a heterogeneous classroom. 

Teaching with projects incorporates Tomlinson’s (1995) principles of differentiation:

· Instruction is concept focused and principle driven.

· On-going assessment of student readiness and growth are built into the curriculum.

· Flexible grouping is consistently used.

· Students are active explorers.

· Teachers guide the exploration.

Designing Projects for Gifted and Talented Students

Advanced students respond particularly well to challenging tasks that require problem solving and higher-order thinking. Ideal projects “afford multiple opportunities for student construction of knowledge through inquiry, discussion, and argument” (Watters, 2000). By applying the content and skills they have learned to complex problems appropriate for their grade level and experience, students achieve autonomy and begin to think like mathematicians, historians, scientists, and writers.

Finally, challenging projects motivate gifted students. Working on tasks that demand cognitive effort builds positive attitudes toward learning and increases intrinsic motivation. Furthermore, success at difficult problems increases self-efficacy and self-esteem which encourages further risk-taking (Watters, 2000).

Adjusting Projects
Projects on their own, however, do not necessarily stretch the learning of gifted students. Choices may be too limited, or expectations may not require the full exercise of their cognitive abilities. Tomlinson (1995) describes several ways in which projects can be adjusted to meet the needs of all students, but particularly those who are advanced learners.

· Interest—Choose topics that connect to targeted concepts through other subject areas, hobbies, or mere curiosity.

· Learning profile—As students learn to understand their own learning processes, they can choose projects that take advantage of their preferences and strengths.

· Concrete to abstract—Gifted and talented students are often able to work with materials, representations, ideas, or that are more abstract than other students.

· Simple to complex—Advanced students benefit from projects that involve complex resources, research, issues, problems, skills, or goals.

· Fewer facets to multiple facets—Projects with multiple parts in their directions, connections within or across subjects, or planning and execution can often be achieved by gifted students.

· Smaller leaps to greater leaps—More advanced students can often accomplish tasks that require greater cognitive leaps in insight, application, or transfer than their peers.

· More structured to more open—Allowing students to speculate on ways in which they might demonstrate their understanding of concepts can encourage creativity and critical thinking.

· Less independence to greater independence—Gifted students often can be successful with little guidance in planning, designing, and self-monitoring, once they have been taught the necessary self-direction skills.

· Quicker to slower—Students sometimes benefit from moving through content quickly, and other times they need time to investigate topics in greater depth.

Instructional Strategies
All students benefit from differentiated instruction because all students have areas in which they are gifted and others in which they need extra help. Several misconceptions, however, sometimes guide teachers’ attempts to meet the needs of advanced learners. Tomlinson (1995) explains what differentiation is not:
A class is not differentiated when assignments are the same for all learners and the adjustments consist of varying the level of difficulty of questions for certain students, grading some students harder than others, or letting students who finish early play games for enrichment. It is not appropriate to have more advanced learners do extra math problems, extra book reports, or after completing their "regular" work be given extension assignments. 

Instruction in a heterogeneous classroom must be adapted to help gifted learners achieve their full potential.

Assessment. Differentiating instruction for gifted and talented students depends on accurate and ongoing assessment. Catharine Reed (2004), a math teacher who works with advanced students in a regular geometry classroom explains, “A teacher should preassess understandings central to a unit and then purposefully modify activities to eliminate repetition and drill for those who already demonstrate mastery (p. 91).

Teachers can monitor students’ understanding of important concepts and their use of higher-order thinking skills in a variety of ways. Since advanced students are likely to employ more complex and sophisticated processes, teachers must devise ways to help students describe their thinking strategies so they can be assessed. By asking pertinent questions and listening to student interactions, teachers can observe the kinds of thinking students are using as they work on projects and provide appropriate instruction and support to help them grow.

Watters (2000) describes the importance of listening from an interpretive rather than an evaluative stance:
Interpretive listening leads to dialogue or questioning that is information-seeking with the teacher facilitating knowledge construction by probing responses, paraphrasing, providing opportunities for vocalization, and monitoring understanding.

Strategy Instruction
Gifted and talented students acquire many learning strategies independently, but they, like all students, often need additional instruction. With advanced students, it is not enough to give students complex, challenging tasks to accomplish. They also need instruction and support in the processes and skills they need to be successful with those tasks. 

Scaffolding, modeling, and coaching are important components of instruction in higher-order thinking skills. Effective instruction in thinking generally consists of six components.

1. Selection of an appropriate skill or strategy for instruction 

2. Labeling and categorizing of the skill 

3. Modeling of the skill through a think-aloud 

4. Guided practice of the skill with a partner or small group 

5. Explanation of how and when to use the skill or strategy 

6. Ongoing coaching on how to use the skill effectively 

Metacognition
Metacognition, or “thinking about thinking” refers to the mental processes that control and regulate how people think. Metacognition is especially important in project work, because students must make decisions about what strategies to use and how to use them. Marzano’s (1998) research of 4000 different instructional interventions found that those that were most effective in improving student learning were those that focused on how students think about their thinking processes and on how students feel about themselves as learners. 

When gifted and talented students work on projects that challenge them to take risks and stretch their thinking, instruction in metacognition helps them attack problems the way professionals in their fields do. Their “success is influenced by knowing how to exploit useful knowledge and knowing when to discontinue with inappropriate or unproductive strategies” (Watters, 2000).

Flexible Grouping
Projects lend themselves naturally to collaboration as students work with peers to make decisions and solve problems. Working with others on meaningful tasks can motivate students and enhance their learning as they support each other while they plan, make decisions, solve problems, and assess their progress.

Gifted and talented students, however, sometimes feel exploited by working in groups where they may have to take on additional responsibility to ensure the success of the project. On the other hand, advanced students need to learn to collaborate successfully as much as other students do. 

Providing instruction in expected collaboration strategies and setting ground rules for group interaction ahead of time can minimize problems and increase group productivity. Grouping students differently for different purposes can address their concerns while maintaining the benefits of collaborative learning. 

Heterogeneous, assigned groups are appropriate for many projects, but at least part of students’ grades should be based on their individual achievements. Students can also be grouped by common interest or by student choice. In her geometry class, Catherine Reed (2000) placed students who demonstrated mastery of a particular unit’s concepts in groups that explored extensions of the topics being studied by the rest of the class. All students could potentially participate in one of these groups if they showed especially strong knowledge in a particular area. 

Differentiating for Gifted and Talented Learners

Providing options is the key to meeting the needs of all learners in a regular classroom, including students who are gifted or talented. Tomlinson (2000, 1995) identifies three ways to differentiate instruction for students.

· Content--a variety of ways for students to explore curriculum content

· Process--a variety of sense-making activities or processes through which students can come to understand and "own" information and ideas

· Product--a variety of options through which students can demonstrate or exhibit what they have learned

With careful planning, thorough assessment, and creative project design, gifted and talented students can reach their potential in a regular classroom, along with all other students.
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