
What to Expect 
When You’re Expected to 
Teach Gifted 

Students
A Guide to the Celebrations, Surprises, Quirks, and 

Questions in Your First Year Teaching Gifted Learners

Kari Lockhart

Prufr ock Press  Inc .
Waco,  Te xas

What to Expect When You're Expected to Teach Gifted Students, by K. Lockhart.  
Copyright ©2019 by Prufrock Press Inc. 

No part of this page may be reproduced without permission from the publisher (https://prufrock.com/permissions.aspx).



Library of Congress catalog information
currently on file with the publisher.

Copyright ©2019, Prufrock Press Inc.

Edited by Katy McDowall

Cover design by Micah Benson and layout design by Raquel Trevino

ISBN-13: 978-1-61821-907-7

No part of this book may be reproduced, translated, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in 
any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, microfilming, recording, or otherwise, 
without written permission from the publisher.

For more information about our copyright policy or to request reprint permissions, visit https://www.
prufrock.com/permissions.aspx.

Printed in the United States of America.

At the time of this book’s publication, all facts and figures cited are the most current available. All 
telephone numbers, addresses, and website URLs are accurate and active. All publications, organizations, 
websites, and other resources exist as described in the book, and all have been verified. The author and 
Prufrock Press Inc. make no warranty or guarantee concerning the information and materials given out 
by organizations or content found at websites, and we are not responsible for any changes that occur 
after this book’s publication. If you find an error, please contact Prufrock Press Inc. 

Prufrock Press Inc.
P.O. Box 8813
Waco, TX 76714-8813
Phone: (800) 998-2208
Fax: (800) 240-0333
http://www.prufrock.com

What to Expect When You're Expected to Teach Gifted Students, by K. Lockhart.  
Copyright ©2019 by Prufrock Press Inc. 

No part of this page may be reproduced without permission from the publisher (https://prufrock.com/permissions.aspx).



Dedication

I want to express my gratitude to all of the uniquely talented gifted 
teachers, leaders, and scholars with whom I have had the pleasure 
of working—without the opportunity for collaboration with you 
all, this book would not have been possible. 

What to Expect When You're Expected to Teach Gifted Students, by K. Lockhart.  
Copyright ©2019 by Prufrock Press Inc. 

No part of this page may be reproduced without permission from the publisher (https://prufrock.com/permissions.aspx).



What to Expect When You're Expected to Teach Gifted Students, by K. Lockhart.  
Copyright ©2019 by Prufrock Press Inc. 

No part of this page may be reproduced without permission from the publisher (https://prufrock.com/permissions.aspx).



Table of

Contents

Introduction ...............................................................................ix
Chapter 1: What Is Gifted, and How Do I Teach It? .............1
Chapter 2: How Do Gifted Services “Fit In”? ......................19
Chapter 3: Student Identification, Services, and Support .....39
Chapter 4: Parents and Community Engagement ...............59
Chapter 5: Social-Emotional Needs of Gifted Students ......77
Chapter 6: Special Populations ............................................93
Chapter 7: Ongoing Professional Learning ........................105
References ...............................................................................117
About the Author ....................................................................129

What to Expect When You're Expected to Teach Gifted Students, by K. Lockhart.  
Copyright ©2019 by Prufrock Press Inc. 

No part of this page may be reproduced without permission from the publisher (https://prufrock.com/permissions.aspx).



What to Expect When You're Expected to Teach Gifted Students, by K. Lockhart.  
Copyright ©2019 by Prufrock Press Inc. 

No part of this page may be reproduced without permission from the publisher (https://prufrock.com/permissions.aspx).



ix

Introduction

As you move through your first year teaching gifted students, 
you will experience struggles (both expected and unexpected), 
successes, and surprises that can only arise in a gifted classroom. 
Although the first year you spend teaching (period) might be the 
most difficult, your first year in gifted education presents a whole 
new set of unique challenges. If you go into the gifted classroom 
thinking that the school year will be easy because you have the 

“good” kids, you will very quickly learn that high ability does not 
equal zero behavior issues, nor does it mean that the students 
will be free of academic difficulties. You will (routinely) also not 
know the answers to the questions students pose, and you may 
frequently find yourself going back to the drawing board to com-
pletely restructure a lesson based on your preassessments or unex-
pected student feedback. Teaching gifted students may mean that 
you redefine the way you see yourself as a teacher altogether. You 
may encounter student and parent needs that are very different 
from that to which you were accustomed. You may be facing a 
blank slate in terms of planning learning and designing content. 
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x What to Expect When You’re Expected to Teach Gifted Students

Even for an experienced teacher, the first year teaching gifted stu-
dents might be like Day 1 of your first-ever teaching job all over 
again. 

Along with some of the bumpier roads you will travel as you 
transition into teaching gifted classes, there are many exciting 
positive experiences to anticipate. You will get to see the students 
whom you routinely passed in the hallway or the lunchroom, or 
even some of your own former students, in a new light. In this 
light, they will show you their gifts, talents, interests, and struggles 
in ways that you may not have encountered or expected. You may 
recognize some of yourself or your own children in these students 
and view teaching through a new lens. You will undoubtedly find 
the opportunity to grow in your profession and do meaningful 
work for students and families in the gifted classroom. With the 
trials of teaching come the joys of teaching, just like in any class-
room, but the ways in which you live these celebrations and frus-
trations may be unlike other experiences you have had in the 
classroom. 

There will be many “uh-oh” moments, and that is completely 
okay. You give your students permission to make mistakes, rec-
ognize what went wrong, fix the mistakes, and then make more 
mistakes. You know that this means that they are learning. You are 
learning, too, and learning cannot occur without teacher uh-ohs, 
failures, and misses. As many learning moments as you will have, 

you will also experience 
aha moments, celebra-
tions with students, and 
the chance to grow as 
a professional. Your job 
as a gifted teacher is to 
help meet students’ needs 
in areas with which you 
may be unfamiliar, and 
at times your students’ 
needs may seem to be at 
odds with one another. 
Gifted students are pre-

cocious, are complex, and have intensities that require accelerated 

Teaching gifted 
students may 
mean that you 
9,+,�5,�;/,�
way you see 
yourself as 
a teacher.
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Introduction xi

and enriched learning opportunities (VanTassel-Baska, 2003). 
Gifted students benefit both academically and socioemotionally 
from their enrichment experiences (Kim, 2016). This still means 
that some of these students need additional academic support or 
intervention in certain areas, and this can be a tough pill to swal-
low for students used to having all of the right answers. Questions 
of self-efficacy, motivation, and performance versus potential are 
ones that gifted learners and teachers face regularly. You, as the 
teacher, can tackle these unique needs and facilitate the types of 
learning that help these students to develop the talents and skills 
needed for them to be fulfilled and successful. This task can seem 
daunting, but it can also be a wonderful growth experience for you 
as an individual and an educator. 

Where Do I Begin?

You may approach this book as someone just assigned to teach 
a gifted class, or you may be reading this as someone who just fin-
ished his or her first year teaching gifted students. If you have had 
some experience in the gifted classroom, your initial expectations 
and actual experiences may not have lined up completely (or at 
all). If you are brand new to this, you may have no idea what to 
expect. Regardless of where you are beginning, I want to address 
some common issues teachers often struggle with when starting 
off teaching gifted learners. Do any of these thoughts or feelings 
look familiar to you? 

º “I just got assigned to teach gifted classes. I know that 
we have a gifted and talented program, but I don’t know 
much beyond that. What does gifted mean around here?”

º “The teacher before me left so many disjointed resources 
behind. What do I make of all of this stuff?”

º “The year has started, and all of a sudden I am not on a 
team anymore. I feel like I’m stranded on an island.”

º “I thought I had so much freedom, and I could finally 
teach what I wanted to students who were excited to 
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xii What to Expect When You’re Expected to Teach Gifted Students

learn! My lessons fell flat and my kids didn’t engage, so 
now I’m not even sure how to move forward.”

 º “Sometimes a class of nine feels like a class of 29 . . . even 
in gifted classes, the kids’ abilities are all over the place!”

 º “I’m drowning in parent e-mails and phone calls. How do 
I balance making the parents happy and taking the time 
to plan what’s best for my students?”

 º “It feels like gifted programming is the lowest priority in 
our school. I’m constantly getting told ‘no’ or forgotten 
about completely. How can I advocate for this service 
and my students?”

If you have experienced these thoughts or questions, you are 
not alone. Many educators new to the gifted classroom share simi-
lar feelings when starting out the year. I can say with complete cer-
tainty that I have had all of these thoughts and feelings, and some 
of these problems and doubts persist over time. I would love to tell 
you to embrace the uncertainty and be ready to go wherever this 
teaching ride takes you, but that would not be helpful or practical. 
Starting out, the best you can do is build professional knowledge, 
try your best to be proactive, and try to view your experiences as 
learning opportunities. This book is intended to support teachers 
new to the gifted education classroom by focusing on targeted 
areas that are frequently challenges for new gifted teachers. Each 
chapter will identify the major issues associated with a specific 
topic, seek to provide guidance and resources, and make sugges-
tions about strategies for developing solutions unique to the needs 
of your classrooms and campuses. 

Teaching is extremely important work. Good teaching results 
in lifelong learning, and this year will be an experience that helps 
you to learn and build your professional skills. A new job can be 
a great teacher if you continually seek answers, ways to grow, and 
opportunities to learn. Whether you teach gifted for one year 
or 20, the students, the classroom, and the challenges have the 
potential to build your skills, broaden your insights, and make 
career-changing connections. 
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1

Chapter 1

What Is Gifted, and 
How Do I Teach It?

Identifying effective instructional frameworks, curricula, and 
appropriate resources can be a daunting task to a teacher new to 
gifted education. As in any successful learning environment, these 
are the keys to creating, sustaining, and evaluating high-quality 
instruction. If you are starting from the ground up, so to speak, in 
terms of crafting a program that meets your students’ needs, this 
is a huge task. It requires knowledge of gifted education theory, as 
well as skillful choice and development of curriculum materials, to 
make good choices regarding the allocation of valuable resources. 
You can quickly become overwhelmed. This is a challenge that 
new and seasoned teachers alike approach with similar levels of 
intimidation—if you are feeling like this job is too big and has 
too few parameters, you are not alone. This chapter begins the 
book with some basic understandings in terms of curriculum and 
instructional design from which you can move forward.

Although it might seem overly simplistic, I will use the meta-
phor of building a house throughout this chapter to help illustrate 
strategies for understanding, developing, and refining instruc-
tional gifted practices. If one is to go through the time, trouble, 
and expense of building a home, it is reasonable to believe that he 
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2 What to Expect When You’re Expected to Teach Gifted Students

or she would do so to have a well-constructed and long-lasting 
structure. Gifted services should be developed in a similar way. 
Educators want to create well thought out and carefully crafted 
learning opportunities for students that are not a one-and-done 
experience. If you seek to develop such a structure, the first step is 
laying a solid foundation. 

What Is My Foundation?

Perhaps you have never taught gifted students at all, and this 
assignment is a brand-new challenge. Or, maybe after a number 
of years in the general education classroom, you are looking for 
a different experience. Regardless of where you are starting out, 
understanding the “what” and “why” behind gifted services in 
your school is the most important first step to planning. These 
are the foundational supports that will allow you to build your 
decision-making skills as a new gifted teacher.

Unlike general education classrooms, in which parameters are 
often developed by district-selected resources and guidelines, the 
classroom of the gifted teacher is many times the Wild West in 
terms of what is taught and how. The curriculum in the gifted 
classroom might seem nebulous or piecemeal, without any real 
objectives or direction. Lacking a clear instructional progression 
or articulated outcomes, how can you know that you are follow-
ing through with instruction that will help your students grow? 
Unless there is a distinct vision or expectation for gifted education 
in your school, this is a difficult question to answer. 

Defining Gifted

Understanding the “what” behind gifted education on your 
campus or in your district is the best place to begin seeking direc-
tion for designing instruction. Do you know, specifically, how your 
school defines gifted? Is there a distinct vision of what it means to 
be gifted in your school? If you are not sure, board policy docu-
ments, as well as your school’s student or parent handbooks, are 
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 What Is Gifted? 3

the most reasonable places to start. Your school’s gifted program 
may have a standalone document outlining services, too. You may 
have a district coordinator or instructional leader on your campus 
who can help you learn more about how your school defines gift-
edness and for what purpose(s) your organization serves gifted 
students. In the case that there is no clear definition of gifted for 
your school, this could be a good opportunity to collaborate with 
your leadership team to create or hone a vision. This might seem 
like a very basic step, but pinning down a clear definition helps to 
provide a solid foundation on which to build moving forward.

Frequently, schools may adopt the state’s definition for what it 
means for a student to be identified as gifted; however, they may 
also add to or modify that definition in order to fit the particu-
lar opportunities available to students. You might be surprised to 
know that there is not a single, agreed-upon definition of gifted-
ness. In 1972, the Commissioner of Education, S. P. Marland Jr., 
assembled a report that was a landmark in establishing the basis for 
a definition of gifted. This report outlined six areas of giftedness: 
general intellectual ability, specific academic aptitude, creative or 
productive thinking, leadership ability, visual and performing arts, 
and psychomotor ability. 
This idea of what gifted 
could encompass, as out-
lined in 1972, still drives 
many of the definitions 
seen in school systems 
today. In fact, research-
ers surveyed school dis-
tricts and found that 
almost half utilized the 
findings from Marland’s report in structuring their gifted ser-
vices (Plucker & Callahan, 2014). More recent work by Subotnik, 
Olszewski-Kubilius, and Worrell (2011) includes a definition of 
giftedness that acknowledges the domain-specific nature of gift-
edness, that psychosocial variables are an integral part of talent 
development, and that abilities “matter and need to be cultivated” 
(p. 7). You may notice similar language in your school’s idea of 

Do you know, 
:7,*0�*(33@j�

how your 
:*/663�+,�5,:�

gifted?
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4 What to Expect When You’re Expected to Teach Gifted Students

what gifted is, or you may use this information in working to 
develop a functional definition for your purposes. 

Theories of Giftedness

Once you familiarize yourself with how your school defines 
giftedness, the next step is understanding the theory that drives 
instruction. If, in your search to find a definition of giftedness and 
its place in your school, you find an accompanying set of goals for 
gifted education, these goals are hopefully rooted in one or more 
of the theories discussed in this text. As you learn more about the 
history and nature of gifted education, come back to the theories 
discussed in this chapter and see if you notice some of the tenets 
playing out in the way your school identifies, serves, and supports 
its gifted students. Discussing educational theories might seem 
like a 5,000-foot aerial view approach, but I assure you that a basic 
understanding of what makes gifted education tick, so to speak, 
will be helpful as you move forward in designing learning for stu-
dents, advocating for the program, and leading gifted education 
on your campus.

There are many prevailing theories about gifted education. 
The National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC, n.d.-b) 
outlined four major ones: Gagné’s (1985) Differentiated Model 
of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT), Renzulli’s (1978) Three-Ring 
Conception of Giftedness, Sternberg’s (1999) Theory of 
Successful Intelligence, and Gardner’s (1983) Theory of Multiple 
Intelligences. Although this is certainly not an exhaustive list of 
theories of gifted education, they are some of the most widely 
cited (Page, 2006; Plucker & Barab, 2005; Subotnik et al., 2011). 
This section explores the big ideas behind these theories in order 
to develop a better understanding of gifted education practices in 
your school. 

Gagné’s (1985) DMGT proposes a continuum of processes 
that work together to develop natural, untrained abilities (i.e., 
gifts) into talents (see Figure 1). According to Gagné, approx-
imately 10% of students demonstrating natural ability and cul-
tivated talents fit the “gifted” label. In this model, the role of 
chance interacts with environmental and interpersonal catalysts, 
coupled with natural physical or mental abilities, to influence the 
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6 What to Expect When You’re Expected to Teach Gifted Students

developmental process and develop talents. Gagné referred to 
these talents as “competencies,” and they are developed in a variety 
of domain-specific areas.

Renzulli’s (1978) Three-Ring Conception of Giftedness (see 
Figure 2) supports the idea that gifted behaviors interact with abil-
ity to manifest original, creative ideas and products. In this model, 
Renzulli departed from the notion of “schoolhouse giftedness,” or 
the traditional type of academic achievement that many people 
believe to be synonymous with what it means to be gifted. Instead, 
the Three-Ring model focuses on developing creative-productive 
giftedness. This type of learning and productivity leverages spe-
cific academic strengths to create original products and ideas for 
authentic audiences. Like Gagné’s (1985) DMGT, the goal of 
gifted education is to develop talents. Although both Renzulli and 
Gagné’s models include elements of motivation, Renzulli’s model 
relies heavily on students’ achievement-oriented “gifted” behaviors. 

Above 
Average 
Ability

Task 
Commitment

Creativity

Figure 2. Three-Ring Conception of Giftedness. From The 
Schoolwide Enrichment Model: A How-to Guide for Talent 
Development (3rd ed., p. 22), by J. S. Renzulli and S. M. Reis, 
2014, Waco, TX: Prufrock Press. Copyright 2014 by Prufrock 
Press. Reprinted with permission. 
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 What Is Gifted? 7

Sternberg’s (1999) Theory of Successful Intelligence seeks to 
build the skills needed to achieve success according to both one’s 
personal standards and within a specific sociocultural context. 
Analytical, creative, and practical abilities are cultivated through 
learning how to adapt to, shape, and select environments in which 
a learner will be most successful. In this model, gifted learners 
plan, monitor, and evaluate goals and outcomes throughout a 
problem-solving process. Performance components of the Theory 
of Successful Intelligence include comparison and justification. 
Knowledge acquisition components include simply building one’s 
knowledge to engage in problem solving. Like Gagné’s (1985) 
DMGT, the role of environment is important in accounting for 
how talent is developed. Like Renzulli’s (1978) Three-Ring 
Conception of Giftedness, Sternberg’s model posits that to 
develop talent, students must be motivated to continue working 
toward the goal of producing or demonstrating advanced compe-
tencies, products, or skills. 

The final model to discuss is Gardner’s (1983) Theory of 
Multiple Intelligences. Gardner asserted that intelligence is man-
ifested in many different domains in a variety of ways. He iden-
tified seven original intelligences: linguistic, logical-mathematical, 
visual-spatial, musical, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, and 
intrapersonal. Later, in 
1993, he added natural-
istic intelligence to the 
list as well. Like the other 
three theorists, Gardner 
believed that an area of 
giftedness may stem from 
an innate talent or ability 
that then follows a devel-
opmental trajectory. Note 
that this theory, due to its 
lack of empirical backing, 
has fallen out of practice 
in many schools. I am 
discussing it here simply 
to build awareness and as 

The goal of 
gifted services 

should be 
to develop 

advanced talent 
in students who 

demonstrate 
the ability to 

perform at 
exceptional 

levels.
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8 What to Expect When You’re Expected to Teach Gifted Students

a reminder to approach the idea of what giftedness is with a flexi-
ble and open mind. An important goal in all four of these theories 
is that gifted services should develop advanced talent in students 
who demonstrate the ability to perform at exceptional levels. 

Your school may not subscribe to a singular theory of gifted 
education. Your school may have set goals for gifted education 
loosely based in one or more of these theories or specific district 
priorities. Regardless of whether there is direct alignment with 
these theories in your school’s ideas about gifted programming, 
your understanding of what frames many gifted education prac-
tices today provides you with insight into the “why” of gifted edu-
cation. In building your theoretical knowledge and understanding 
the definition and proposed goals of gifted education, you can 
construct a solid foundation and conceptual framework of the 

“what” and the “why.” Identifying and understanding what defines 
giftedness in the context of your school, and how theory does or 
can drive practice, is the best first step in getting a hold on how 
your program and services work. If the resources outlining gifted 
services and programming at your school are slim, understanding 
and analyzing them is an important first step in establishing a 
solid base from which you can begin building learning opportuni-
ties for your students. In the case that you are starting from scratch, 
beginning with a clear vision and basic knowledge of theory will 
help to create a stable foundation. 

Building Up

With a clearer vision of the “what” by defining the term gifted 
and the “why” behind the services in place in your school, you can 
begin to think about decisions regarding curriculum and instruc-
tion. This next step in approaching such a vital component of 
gifted education puts the bricks on our metaphorical house. 

Perhaps the closest you’ve come to working with gifted stu-
dents was creating differentiated assignments for the kids in your 
general education classroom. The gifted teacher must discern what 
strategies and materials best meet student needs, interpret what 
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 What Is Gifted? 9

constitutes meaningful curriculum versus “flash and trash,” and 
identify resources that fit the structure of your services. This is 
a new experience for many teachers working in the gifted class-
room for the first time. Begin by taking stock of what is available. 
Perhaps you have been left a collection of various lesson plans 
and resources from previous teachers. Your administration, par-
ents, and students may be expecting the same kinds of activities 
or pet projects that previous teachers did with students, and you 
must decide whether or not to continue doing the same things. Or 
maybe you have been allocated a budget for the purchase of new 
instructional materials. Making sense of what is available, sorting 
through potential resources, and determining how to craft unique 
and responsive gifted services is a big task. Choosing which 

“bricks” to use to build effective content for your classroom should 
start with understanding what your students know and how gifted 
students learn. 

Data Matter

Start by examining the identification criteria for gifted ser-
vices in your school, as well as the data available for your students. 
What assessments and criteria does your school use to identify 
students for gifted services? Whatever curriculum you pursue 
should first line up with how students are identified, so that stu-
dent services go on to support accurate and appropriate areas for 
talent development. For example, if your school utilizes academic 
achievement or ability scores as a metric for gifted assessment, 
look more closely into which specific academic areas students are 
tested. If the tests primarily assess reading and math, implement-
ing curriculum that is heavily focused on creativity or leadership 
may not be appropriate. Both of those areas are worth exploring 
with students, but neither creativity nor leadership were examined 
when students were assessed for gifted services. Although some 
talents could be developed as a byproduct of implementing such 
curricula, those resources would not align directly with student 
needs. 
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10 What to Expect When You’re Expected to Teach Gifted Students

A mismatch between the tests you give to identify students 
and the subsequent services you provide will not necessarily 
develop talent in the same way that tightly aligned identification 
and curriculum offerings will. Although Chapter 3 discusses iden-
tification and assessment in greater detail, note that your building 
blocks for learning and talent development (i.e., curriculum) 
should directly align to the evidence of advanced ability that 
placed your students in gifted services in the first place. 

Getting a current snapshot of your students’ needs through 
data that are already available is also necessary. For instance, do you 

have students who are in 
clear need of mathemati-
cal acceleration, based on 
their standardized assess-
ment data, benchmarks, 
and grades? Are there stu-
dents who are engaged in 
every science, technology, 
engineering, and math 
(STEM) elective, partici-
pate in all science-related 
extracurricular activities, 
and always seem to be in 
the labs? Do you have a 
cohort of talented writers 
or historians, whose test 
scores, writing portfolios, 
and classroom engage-

ment (or lack thereof, which we will discuss in Chapter 5) evi-
dence the need for advanced instruction? Tune in to the available 
data to answer these questions. Although your vested educational 
interest in these students should allow you to access specific aca-
demic information, if some data are unavailable you can always 
ask teachers. You can also use a student interest inventory at the 
beginning of the year, which can provide helpful data in terms of 
identifying specific areas for learning that will hook your students. 
Meeting current needs through high-interest content will help 
make sure your students are invested in learning from the get-go. 

Meeting 
current needs 

through 
high-interest 
content will 

help make sure 
your students 
are invested in 
learning from 

the get-go. 
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 What Is Gifted? 11

What Makes Curriculum 
Effective for Gifted 

Learners? 

Gifted students need an aligned curriculum that uses prin-
ciples of depth and complexity, authentic problem solving, and 
appropriate acceleration opportunities (VanTassel-Baska, 2015). 
Hockett (2009) analyzed five principles of high-quality curricu-
lum that meet the needs of gifted learners. These principles are as 
follows:

 º Principle 1: Curriculum utilizes big ideas or concepts to 
organize and explore discipline-based and integrative 
content.

 º Principle 2: Curriculum explores content through 
abstraction, depth, breadth, and complexity.

 º Principle 3: Curriculum engages students in thinking 
like disciplinarians. Highly effective curriculum for 
gifted students asks students to use processes and mate-
rials that allow them to interact with the content like a 
professional in the field.

 º Principle 4: Curriculum emphasizes authentic, 
real-world problems, products, and performances. Out-
comes of these experiences transform students’ under-
standing and broaden their schemas.

 º Principle 5: Curriculum is flexible in pacing and vari-
ety, and structured so that students can engage in 
self-directed learning and the pursuit of individual 
interests.

As a new gifted teacher, if you struggle with determining 
which curriculum resources to use or how to develop content, uti-
lize these principles to support decisions that are best for your 
students’ learning needs. These principles underscore the idea 
that curriculum does not necessarily have to come prescripted or 
in a kit with all of the instruction and supplies planned out for 
you. Although there are many quality gifted curricula that have 
detailed lesson plans and supply kits, if these materials do not 
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12 What to Expect When You’re Expected to Teach Gifted Students

allow for authentic problem solving or flexible pacing, then look 
at different options that are more adaptable. If the curriculum 
does not seem to introduce advanced, complex content and simply 
presents grade-level material in a “dressed up” way, then consider 
something else that better meets Principle 2. If you have been 
handed a set of resources or lesson plans that do not fit these prin-
ciples, understand that it is okay to change or completely scrap the 
materials. As a new gifted teacher, you might be tempted to buy 
a one-and-done kit or just recycle the previous teacher’s materials. 
However, if these resources do not fit with the principles outlined 
in this section, consider the possible outcomes: diminished cre-
ative productivity, missed opportunities for talent development, 
and disengagement with the material. 

Although you do not need to reinvent the wheel, so to speak, 
having the confidence and knowledge to select new resources or 
modify existing ones is important when working with curriculum. 
That confidence is hard to come by, however, if you are respon-
sible for teaching content that is new or with which you are 
uncomfortable. When I began teaching gifted, I shied away from 
math-related topics. I was a language arts teacher! What if the 
kids knew more than me about math and I could not teach them? 
(Let’s be real . . . they definitely knew more than me.) What I failed 
to see was that although my role was to facilitate and guide learn-
ing, I could have sought out resources and strategies that encour-
aged student exploration and inquiry rather than put the burden 
of responsibility solely on my shoulders. Instead, I avoided teach-
ing math deeply and reserved math activities as quick one-offs. 
Had I used the principles outlined, my curriculum selection and 
development would have placed the students at the center of 
learning, instead of me at the center of teaching. Understanding 
how gifted students best learn specific content areas, too, allows us 
insight into the types of learning opportunities and structures that 
put them squarely in the center of instruction. This section looks 
more deeply at the specific curricular needs of gifted learners in 
the four core academic subject areas. Coupling this information 
with the principles will certainly support your work in selecting 
and designing curriculum.
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 What Is Gifted? 13

Reading and Language Arts

VanTassel-Baska (2017) established effective, straightforward 
criteria for selecting texts for gifted learners. First, texts for gifted 
readers must be at an appropriately advanced reading level, and 
contain rich vocabulary and sophisticated linguistic constructs. If 
you are working with student populations who are linguistically 
diverse, make sure the curriculum has appropriate scaffolds, such 
as models and organizers (Stambaugh, 2010) that help students 
articulate their written and verbal ideas. Appropriate texts for 
gifted learners should also be thematic in nature. Thematically 
linked readings will allow students to discuss both the big ideas 
within and across texts, as well as analyze literary devices that 
exemplify the author’s craft (VanTassel-Baska, 2017). Texts should 
also be relevant to your student population; that is, they should 
reflect connections to your students’ real worlds (Stambaugh, 2010) 
and allow gifted readers to connect with protagonists that share 
similar socioemotional traits (VanTassel-Baska, 2017). Including 
texts from diverse authors will also help to widen the scope of 
conversation around the text and expose students to a variety of 
perspectives. 

The key to reading and language arts curriculum is to pro-
vide students with material that engages relevant topics through 
models of highly effective writing, which allows for discussion and 
written reflection that evidences a masterful understanding of the 
content. Students who interact with complex texts through read-
ing, writing, and discussion grow their schemas and become effec-
tive analysts and authors who effectively connect themes, ideas, 
and meanings. 

Math

When selecting strategies and resources for teaching mathe-
matics to advanced learners, remember Principle 3, that students 
should be encouraged to think like disciplinarians (Hockett, 2009). 
Research by Sriraman (2004) indicates that students gifted in 
math think differently, and their thinking resembles that of pro-
fessional mathematicians. Curriculum that focuses on big mathe-
matical concepts (Gavin, Casa, Adelson, Carroll, & Sheffield 
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14 What to Expect When You’re Expected to Teach Gifted Students

2009) and challenges students to inquire, problem solve, and dis-
cuss (VanTassel-Baska, 2003) like professionals will engage and 
grow mathematically gifted students. Gavin et al. (2009) warned 
against assembling piecemeal activities and work that is slightly 
above grade level to act as the primary curriculum in the gifted 
math classroom. Concepts, skills, and abstractions should have a 
meaningful flow and build on one another. Students should under-
stand how the content that they are learning is situated in the real 
world. Although there is nothing wrong with allowing students to 
move on to more challenging, accelerated work when they have 
demonstrated mastery on mathematical concepts or providing 
substitution activities that engage students at a higher level, these 
should not be the primary means of advanced math instruction. 
Material that teaches skills in isolation or requires lots of rote 
memorization may not be best suited to advanced learners. 
Activities that require students to practice rigorous mathematical 
thinking and engage them like professionals in the field are ear-
marks of effective gifted math curriculum. Content and structure 
should allow for flexible pacing, because even in a gifted classroom 
you may have some students who need additional time and sup-
port in mastering concepts. 

When evaluating math 
resources, look for oppor-
tunities to solve authentic 
problems, determine the 
appropriateness of certain 
strategies in realistic situa-
tions, and find connections 
between their mathemat-
ical learning and environ-
ment. Although this is cer-
tainly good for all students, 
allowing mathematically 
gifted kids to engage with 
advanced content at a pace 

that keeps up with their ability, all while encouraging them to 
think like mathematicians, will most successfully develop math-
ematical talent.

Students should 
understand how 

the content 
that they are 

learning is 
situated in the 

real world.
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Social Studies

Little, Feng, VanTassel-Baska, Rogers, and Avery (2007) ana-
lyzed gifted social studies curricula and identified several key traits 
of effective curriculum for gifted students:

 º the framework for the curriculum was built around criti-
cal thinking, historical analysis, and interpreting primary 
sources; 

 º the interdisciplinary concept of “systems” was the focus 
of the learning; and

 º although historical analysis and text interpretation 
were the focus of the curriculum, the material facili-
tated opportunities to make important interdisciplinary 
connections and supported an inquiry-based approach to 
learning. 

Social studies topics lend themselves very well to interdisci-
plinary learning and provide students many opportunities to make 
abstract connections within and across disciplines. With such a 
wide scope of possibility, you must examine not only the quality 
of the material used, but also the strategies employed for learn-
ing. Activities should center around best-practice learning strat-
egies, such as concept mapping and metacognition, and reiterate 
research skills, and lesson outcomes should align with the goals 
of the overall curricular framework (“Selecting Curricula,” 2004). 
Social studies curriculum may employ scenario-based opportu-
nities to apply major concepts and give students a chance to act 
as politicians, historians, and geographers in order to make the 
content real and engaging. When students can use their learning 
to make decisions and test different outcomes in an inquiry or 
scenario-based setting, they are using their knowledge and skills 
far more critically than simply understanding. Curriculum that 
uses big ideas to guide learning make connections between figures, 
people, and events—not necessarily in a strict timeline structure—
and engages gifted learners in ways that challenge them to look 
for trends across places and time. 

You may also consider integrating social studies extensions into 
areas like science or language arts so that the learning is situated in 
real-life problems, or serves to illustrate the historical significance 
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16 What to Expect When You’re Expected to Teach Gifted Students

of the content. Social studies concepts are found across disciplines, 
and encouraging your students to think like historians in all sub-
ject areas helps to situate learning, and also presents additional 
opportunities to make meaningful, authentic connections.

Science

Principal 3, thinking like a disciplinarian (Hockett, 2009), is a 
critical component of science curriculum for gifted learners. In 
order to develop science talent, curriculum must provide students 
with opportunities to engage in and internalize scientific process, 
such as observation, experimentation, and measurement—all in 
the context of behaving like a scientist in the field (Chandler, 
2012). Chandler emphasized the importance of adopting an “atti-
tudinal mindset that views the world through the lens of a scien-
tist” (p. 113) and that can be fostered through hands-on investiga-
tion, collaborating with real experts in the field, and ample 
opportunity to engage in the inquiry process. VanTassel-Baska 
(1998) reiterated the need to focus on inquiry through problem- 
based learning and including meaningful technology application. 

Gifted science cur-
riculum is not a set of iso-
lated experiments or lab 
activities. These hands-on 
pieces should highlight 
and underscore the exper-
imental design process 
thinking that happens as 
students identify authen-
tic problems and focus 
on big learning con-
cepts. Effective curric-
ulum engages diverse  
strategies that help stu-
dents make abstract 
connections and gen-
erate original solutions 
(VanTassel-Baska, 1998, 

2003). Students should be posing and answering overarching 

Choosing and 
implementing 

quality 
curriculum 

in the gifted 
classroom is 
a recursive 

process that 
is never really 
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questions, and using the inquiry process to seek information, build 
knowledge, and problem solve like scientists in the field. 

When reviewing or developing gifted science curriculum, 
finding a series of hands-on activities that are fun and student led 
is easy, but these activites may lack context or real-world applica-
bility. Context and real-wold applicability should be the outcome 
goals, with an emphasis on creative production to solve prob-
lems. Gifted science curriculum should feature lots of student-led 
activities, but remember that the activities and learning strategies 
employed should tie back directly to the overall goals and objec-
tives of the curriculum. 

Putting It All Together

Understanding how to put together the “what,” “why,” and 
“how” behind gifted education helps you establish a solid foun-
dation from which you can plan challenging, appropriate, highly 
effective instruction for gifted learners. You have your most 
important building materials ready to go. But just like building 
a house, unexpected things happen and you have to be ready to 
refigure, rescale, and rework. Choosing and implementing quality 
curriculum in the gifted classroom is a recursive process that is 
never really finished. 

The goal of this chapter is to establish a clear understanding 
of who your gifted students are, how they are served, and what 
are some of the best practices for meeting their academic needs. 
Moving forward, check back on your foundation and use it to 
guide decision making. Not only does foundational awareness 
provide a cohesive learning experience for your students, but it 
also helps you track what works and what doesn’t, aids in tying 
together practice, purposes, and products, and sets a clear roadmap 
that allows you to reflect, and plan your route ahead effectively. 
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