A LOOK BACK AT 1990 o be educationally defensible, an

appropriate program for primary
gifted children must be qualita-
tively different from that provided aver-
age children. It does not merely provide
more of the same kind of experience or
simply schedule experiences earlier and at

This article was originally published in 1990 in Volume
X, Issue 2, of TEMPO.

a more rapid pace. To establish appropri-
ate programs, educators must understand
the unique characteristics and curriculum
needs of primary gifted children and also
be aware of the program models which
are most appropriate for gifted young
students.

Y@@ m g Educators who intend to meet the
© needs of children begin by being aware

of the unique characteristics of primary
E gifted students (see Figure 1). Those chil-

dren characteristically have advanced

© language ability (in their first language),
are highly analytical in their observations
and thinking, strive for meaning in all
experiences and keep at an issue until it
makes sense, demonstrate unique per-
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spectives in their art and understand-
ing of multiple points of view, have a
finely developed sense of humor, are
intensely sensitive, and are capable of
accelerated learning in their areas of
interest (Kingore, 1990).

Knowledge of these characteris-
tics enables educators to establish nur-
turing learning environments which
encourage teachers to become “kid
watchers” and respond to what kids are
trying to do. When teachers observe
a child’s behavior which is unclear or
seems unique or even off-task, they are
encouraged to ask the child about it:
“Tell me what you're thinking about.”
“Help me understand your thinking.”
Experiences such as these allow teach-
ers to gain insight into the thinking
and behaviors of gifted children and,
thus, better meet the needs of the
whole child.

Teachers do not just wait to see
if these gifted behaviors accidentally
occur. Rather, they select activities and
strategies which allow all children to
succeed while providing an oppor-
tunity for children to demonstrate
what they are ready to do (Kingore &
Higbee, 1988). Merle Karnes (1987),
working with Head Start children,
found that a nourishing program pro-
moting higher level thinking resulted
in significant gains for both noniden-
tified and identified gifted children.
The goal is not to push children faster
and harder, but rather to set up an
encouraging and stimulating environ-
ment with a well-trained adult who is
able to respond to the children’s leads.
As Karnes (1987) noted: “We may be
selling all children short on what they
are capable of acquiring in the way of
higher-level thinking skills.”

Programs which nurture these
characteristics also provide increased
opportunities for “difficult-to-find”
gifted students to emerge. Minority
students, bilingual students, disad-
vantaged students, and other special
populations have historically been less
represented in gifted programs par-
tially because the identification pro-

cess may have made it harder for them
to reveal their abilities (Karnes, 1987;
Roedell, Jackson, & Robinson, 1980;
Tuttle & Becker 1983). Ongoing
observation of many kinds of behav-
jor in natural and challenging class-
room environments has enabled more
of these difficult-to-find children to
exhibit their potential.

By focusing on these character-
istics and observing children over
a period of time, a profile of each
child’s needs, talents, and interests
can emerge. All gifted children are not
alike; programs must respond to these
characteristics and be more concerned
with nurturing gifted children and
meeting individual needs than with
just athxing labels of ability.

Curriculum needs for gifted pri-
mary students might be pictured as
three concentric circles (see Figure 2).
The center circle, the regular curricu-
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lum for all students, provides the core
knowledge and essential elements of
each subject area. It serves as the foun-
dation for the construction of complex
concepts and ideas. But, while gifted
children need the regular curriculum,
they must not be limited to its content.
Gifted primary children are a unique
population and thus require a differ-
entiated curriculum as represented by
the second circle. Ultimately, however,
we must recognize that gifted children
have vast individual differences in
their interests and their intellectual,
physical, emotional, and social devel-
opment. Depending upon their indi-
vidual profiles of abilities and interests,
different children have very different
needs. Thus, the largest circle addresses
the need for curricula which respond
to these individual differences. The
individual aspects of the curriculum
allow children to pursue their own
areas of interest through individual
projects and studies in which the
teacher serves as a facilitator.
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A program for the primary gifted
thus involves an integration of the
regular, differentiated, and individual
curriculum. Each individual student’s
needs are best met through a slice of
this curriculum pie. Just as a slice of
pie typically widens as it goes out
from the center, an appropriate pro-
gram for these gifted children strives
to include more and varied differenti-
ated and individually motivated expe-
riences as the regular core curriculum
is mastered.

Several different program mod-
els have been developed which could
be utilized with young children.
Guilford’s Structure of the Intellect
model is a complex look at multiple
facets of abilities. The model and its
implications for curriculum develop-
ment are explained in detail in Mary
Meeker’s (1969) 7he Structure of the
Intellect: Its Interpretation and Uses.
Frank Williams’® “Think-Feeling”
model accents the interaction of emo-
tional and intellectual development.
The Williams model and multiple cur-
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