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UTILIZING GIFTED
SPECIALISTS IN THE
AGE OF COVID-19

KATIE DRAKE AND C. MATTHEW FUGATE, PH.D.

Schools across the nation continue to grapple with ways in which they can best serve their students
and families while considering the health and safety of students, faculty, and staff. In Texas, many
districes will rely on remote learning in the fall as part of their plan to return to school. To do this
requires that administrators think strategically about how to use their resources to best serve their
communities. These resources include the gifted education specialists at the district and school levels.
These specialists are trained in all aspects of gifted education and can provide valuable supports

to schools as they work to ensure fidelity of gifted services that adheres to the Texas State Plan;

to general education teachers so that they can continue to differentiate instruction to meet the
needs of students; and to families as they juggle the demands created by these unusual times. Here
we outline five recommendations for school administrators to utilize their gifted specialists.

1. Identification of Students for G/T Services: Gifted specialists are a valuable
resource to work with teachers and administrators to provide guidance in

recognizing the varied characteristics of giftedness across populations.

As schools move into an online/virtual learning environment, it is necessary that scudents wich
gifts and talents continue to be identified and served. This is especially important for those
students from low-income families, students who are culturally and linguistically diverse, or those
who are twice exceptional. Youth in these groups who achieve at the highest levels are less likely
to persist as high achievers, are twice as likely to drop out of high school, less likely to attend
selective colleges, and less likely to graduate college (Wyner, Bridgeland, & Dilulio, 2009). Teachers
are often “gatekeepers” in the referral process, yet often lack full understanding of the unique
characteristics related to giftedness that can be manifested by these students. Gifted specialists
can use this time to work with teachers and administrators to provide guidance in recognizing
the varied characteristics of giftedness across these populations. Tools like The Varied Face of
Gifted/Talented Students (Slocumb & Olenchak, 2006) can be useful in this learning process.

2. Programming and differentiation: Gifted specialists can be a powerful resource as teachers

work to ensure that differentiation continues in a virtual learning environment.
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In Texas, we are guided by the Texas State Plan for the Education of Gifted/Talented
Students (Texas Education Agency, 2019) found on the Texas Education Agency (TEA)

website. The familiar program models of “full-time inclusion, push-in, pull-out, full-
time gifted only, and special day schools or programs” (Austin, 2020, para. 1) align with
TEA’s District-Level Indicator Codes. The former are excellent resources, yet we are left
wondering what programs and differentiation will look like during COVID 19.

Gifted specialists can be a powerful resource as teachers work to ensure that differentiation
continues in a virtual learning environment. Keep in mind that “key aspects of teaching in a face-
to-face classroom may look different in an online classroom, but one thing that holds constant is the
importance for teachers to meet the needs of all students” (Beasley & Beck, 2017, p. 551). Although
these researchers pointed out that the literature is limited on how differentiation looks in an online
environment, our concept of best practices remain in place. The International Association for K-1a
Online Learning offered through The Aurora Institute provides teachers with guidelines on how to
promote student success through regular feedback, give prompt responses and clear expectations,
remain responsive to students with special needs, and use assessment data to modify instructional
methods and content. Tools like Universal Design for Learning (UDL) can be used as you plan for
multiple means of representation, action and expression, and engagement (Beasley & Beck, 2017).
Tomlinson (2014) reminded us an educator can differentiate by readiness, interest, or learning
profile. Additionally, factors such as gender and culture also need to be considered. Finally, we can

differentiate for gifted learners as we meet the needs of the whole child, as suggested by the NAGC.

3. Curriculum and instruction: Gifted specialists can work with general education

classroom teachers to help them plan authentic independent 1earning experiences.

There has been a renewed focus on equity and culturally responsive teaching in recent
years (e.g., Gay, 2018; Hammond, 2015). With the move to an online learning environment,
questions of equity and access have become more important than ever. Gifted specialists
can support student information processing by including authentic opportunities to

“connect to students’ community and everyday lives” (Hammond, 2015, p. 17).

Project Based Learning (PBL) provides an opportunity for gifted specialists to support teachers,
students, and to reach into the community. Gifted specialists can work with general education
classroom teachers by helping them develop relevant PBL topics, identify the learning objectives
and goals, map out the learning process, and plan for assessment. The specialist can provide support
for students by helping them identify and procure any necessary resources as they exhibit their
learning, reflect on the process, and transfer their knowledge (Thomas & Davidson, 2013).

PBL allows teachers to facilitate authentic independent learning. Two examples of

free, elementary and secondary curriculum based PBLs are the Texas Performance

Standards Project (TPSP) and Speak Up, Speak Out! (SUSO).

The purpose of the TPSP is to provide students with choice, authentic learning experiences, and
to practice creating high-quality presentations of their work. According to the TPSP website,
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utilizing a TPSP task “provides a way to align the curriculum so that a school or district has
a true continuum of G/T services” (para. 6). Now in its twenticeth year, the Texas Essential
Knowledge and Skills (TEKS)-aligned TPSP includes a variety of fully developed, teacher and
student friendly tasks for Kindergarten through twelfth grade. Most are interdisciplinary.
All can be used independently or can be combined with existing curriculum.

Similar to the TPSP is the Speak Up, Speak Out! (SUSO) project from The University of
Texas-Austin’s Annette Strauss Institute for Civic Life. A civics-based project developed

to empower students’ voices, SUSO is “designed to teach third grade through high school
students about their communities and equip them with the tools to make a difference” (para.
1). Working in teams, students identify community issues, identify root causes, and create
actionable solutions. Professional development and full curriculum and support are provided as
students work towards the State Civies Fair held yearly at the Capitol building in Austin.

4. Professional Learning: Gifted specialists have a deep understanding of G/T students, instruction,
and differentiation. As such they can support the adult learning environment on your campus(es)
to ensure all educators who interact with G/T students can facilitate their learning needs.

Sustained professional learning is necessary to increase awareness of the needs of gifted children.
Gifted specialists can facilitate growth experiences through a systematic, job-embedded

book study process that includes the elements of study, select, implement, analyze, and adjust
(Fugate & Bower, 2019; Southwest Educational Development Laboratory, 2008). These types

of professional learning experiences can be easily facilitated in person and virtually and allows
participants to select and implement a variety of strategies in the 1earning environment and
then come together to reflect on and analyze their effectiveness with a focus on how to best
adjust these strategies to effectively meet the needs of the students in their classroom.

5. Family and Community: Gifted specialists can support the families in their
school communities who may wonder how to support their gifted students
as they attempt to handle the stressors of our current reality.

Gifted specialists can support the families in their school communities who may wonder how to
support their gifted students as they attempt to handle the stressors of our current realicy. The
National Association for Gifted Children (2020) created a resource that helps parents understand

how they can support their child during Covid-19. Burns (2018) noted, “Digital tools let us capture

student voice, change the way students interact with the world, and provide an audience for
children of all ages” (p. 2). Using technology for these purposes, gifted specialists can facilicate
engagement with experts in the community as a way to expand students’ background knowledge
and specific skills. For example, an authentic experience such as a writing contest gives students
a near-professional reason to write. Bringing in authors, agents, or editors to speak remotely with

students allows them to interact with those industry professionals in an authentic manner.
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