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Position Statements    
COMPETENCIES NEEDED BY TEACHERS OF  

GIFTED AND TALENTED STUDENTS 
 
The National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) periodically issues policy statements dealing 
with issues, policies, and practices that have an impact on the education of gifted and talented 
students. Policy statements represent the official convictions of the organization. 
 
All policy statements approved by the NAGC Board of Directors are consistent with the 
organization's belief that education in a democracy must respect the uniqueness of all individuals, 
the broad range of cultural diversity present in our society, and the similarities and differences in 
learning characteristics that can be found within any group of students. NAGC is fully committed to 
national goals that advocate both excellence and equity for all students, and we believe that the best 
way to achieve these goals is through differentiated educational opportunities, resources, and 
encouragement for all students. 
 
NAGC believes that all children deserve the highest quality of instruction possible and that such 
instruction will only occur when teachers are aware of and able to respond to the unique qualities 
and characteristics of the students they instruct. Gifted and talented students present a particular 
challenge and often experience inadequate and inappropriate education. To provide appropriate 
learning experiences for gifted and talented students, teachers need to possess:  
 

1. A knowledge and valuing of the origins and nature of high levels of 
intelligence, including creative expressions of intelligence; 

 
2. A knowledge and understanding of the cognitive, social, and emotional 

characteristics, needs, and potential problems experienced by gifted and 
talented students from diverse populations; 

 
3. A knowledge of and access to advanced content and ideas; 

 
4. An ability to develop a differentiated curriculum appropriate to meeting the 

unique intellectual and emotional needs and interests of gifted and talented 
students; and 

 
5. An ability to create an environment in which gifted and talented students can 

feel challenged and safe to explore and express their uniqueness. 
 
NAGC believes that these competencies, in addition to those required for good teaching and 
learning in general, such as modeling openness, curiosity, and enthusiasm, are necessary for 
teachers of gifted and talented students. NAGC also believes that educational experiences through 
comprehensive programming must be available for teachers to develop these competencies. 
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Differentiation: A Way of Thinking About the Classroom 
What we call differentiation is not a recipe for teaching. It is not an instructional strategy. It is 
not what a teacher does when he or she has time. It is a way of thinking about teaching and 
learning. It is a philosophy. As such, it is based on a set of beliefs:  
  
Students who are the same age differ in their readiness to learn, their interests, their styles of 
learning, their experiences, and their life circumstances. 
  
The differences in students are significant enough to make a major impact on what students 
need to learn, the pace at which they need to learn it, and the support they need from teachers 
and others to learn it well. 
 
Students will learn best when supportive adults push them slightly beyond where they can 
work without assistance. 
  
Students will learn best when they can make a connection between the curriculum and their 
interests and life experiences. 
  
Students will learn best when learning opportunities are natural. 
  
Students are more effective learners when classrooms and schools create a sense of 
community in which students feel significant and respected. 
  
The central job of schools is to maximize the capacity of each student. 
 
By definition, differentiation is wary of approaches to teaching and learning that standardize. 
Standard-issue students are rare, and educational approaches that ignore academic diversity 
in favor of standardization are likely to be counterproductive in reaching the full range of 
learners. 
Differentiation must be a refinement of, not a substitute for, high-quality curriculum and 
instruction. Expert or distinguished teaching focuses on the understandings and skills of a 
discipline, causes students to wrestle with profound ideas, calls on students to use what they 
learn in important ways, helps students organize and make sense of ideas and information, 
and aids students in connecting the classroom with a wider world (Brandt, 1998; Danielson, 
1996; Schlechty, 1997; Wiggins & McTighe, 1998). 
 
Differentiation—one facet of expert teaching—reminds us that these things are unlikely to 
happen for the full range of students unless curriculum and instruction fit each individual, 
unless students have choices about what to learn and how, unless students take part in setting 
learning goals, and unless the classroom connects with the experiences and interest of the 
individual (Tomlinson, 1995, 1999). Differentiation says, "Building on core teaching and 
learning practices that are solid, here's what you do to refine them for maximum individual 
growth." 
We first need to ask, Is a given teaching or learning approach likely to have a positive impact 
on the core of effective teaching and learning? When we are content with the answer, we can 
ask further, What is the effect of the practice on individuals in an academically diverse 
population? The latter question always helps us refine the effectiveness of the former but 
cannot substitute for it.  
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Underlying Principles of Differentiation 
 
Once teachers are ready to begin differentiating instruction on a consistent basis, they 
may wish to observe the following foundational principles of differentiation, and 
focus on one primary principle initially. 
 
A. Respectful Tasks For All 
 

Differentiation promotes meaningful work for all learners regardless of readiness level.  All 
assignments are evaluated in terms of their appeal to children and their alignment to learning 
objectives.  Teachers must pre-assess student understanding of essential concepts, processes, 
and skills before designing learning tasks that are equally appealing and engaging to each 
level of readiness.  No student is excused from authentic and meaningful learning, and all 
learning requirements promote enduring understanding of critical content.   
 
B. Variety, Choices, Options 
 

Differentiation provides for a variety of instructional strategies designed to target specific 
learning objectives as well as learning styles.  By planning a variety of activities around a 
central curricular goal, a wide range of student learning styles can be addressed.  When 
teachers provide choices to students (i.e. working with a partner or alone, providing project 
options, oral report with visuals vs. written report, etc) they honor a learners’ preference for 
demonstrating mastery of content.  Teachers must maintain a balance between structure and 
freedom so all students feel supported and respected as learners. 
 
C. Flexible Grouping 
 

Flexible grouping is the cornerstone to effective differentiation.  Short-term instructional 
groups are created based on assessed need, and provide opportunities for targeted instruction 
that may not be possible in a whole-group teaching environment.  Teachers can assist 
individual students more effectively when working in small groups by offering specific 
learning tasks aligned to student need.  Flexible grouping is most commonly employed after 
pre-assessment, and whole group instruction.  Typically, teachers form two or three 
instructional groups where each group is given a specific task (sub groups may be formed 
within a single instructional group to allow for more focused support).  The profile of group 
members, the assigned tasks, and the time spent in a group change frequently based on need.  
Flexible grouping is always a response to student needs, and therefore must change to 
accommodate the diverse learning needs of students which can change from subject to 
subject, and week to week.  
 
 
 
 
 



 5 

D. Facilitation, Monitoring, On-going Assessment 
 

Careful planning and facilitation of assessment structures guide instruction.  Pre-assessment, 
formative assessment, and summative assessment should be used as a diagnostic process 
designed to match instructional level to student readiness.  Pre-assessment identifies the 
range of ability within a classroom and allows teachers to gather appropriate resources and 
activities to address the instructional range.  Formative assessment is on-going and informs 
instruction (formative assessment allows for teacher adjustment to lesson pace, complexity, 
and/or materials).  Summative assessment measures student learning and levels of mastery.  
Teachers who are adept at planning based on pre-assessment data, and responding promptly 
to formative assessment data typically see better results on the summative assessments.  
Taken together these assessment structures allow for continuous teacher monitoring of 
student learning, and provide essential data by which instructional decisions are made. 
 
 
E. Teacher as Facilitator of Learning 
 

When teachers use pre-assessment data to create short-term flexible groups, and then plan 
respectful tasks for each group that includes a variety of options, they are behaving as an 
instructional coach or facilitator of learning.  Teachers facilitate and manage learning by 
creating opportunities for all levels of learners so that enduring understanding of content is 
evident.  Like an athletic coach, teachers who differentiate instruction work as an academic 
coach to students by targeting specific skills required for mastery of identified content.  
With in depth knowledge of each learner, and sufficient understanding of a variety of 
instructional strategies, the teacher as coach can strategically target resources to ensure 
student learning is continuous, rigorous, and developmentally appropriate. 
 
 
F. Responsive Environment 
 

All students are products of their educational environment.  There are academic, social, and 
personal needs inherent in children that must be recognized and attended to in the 
classroom.  All students need mental engagement, process engagement, and emotional 
connections in the classroom on a daily basis to truly reach their potential.  A teacher’s 
philosophy and personal beliefs about children translate into classroom practices that impact 
how information is presented, how groups are managed, the type of instructional strategies 
employed, and how students are treated as learners.  A responsive environment is one where 
all students feel respected, safe, challenged, and empowered to reach their highest potential.  
The culture of the classroom is reflected in the policies and procedures set forth by the 
teacher.  Within a differentiated classroom, teachers guide students to stretch their skills, 
support their efforts, and communicate a positive message of success to students from all 
walks of life. 
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Differentiated Instruction-Classroom Practices Continuum 
Think about what you are currently doing in your classroom to meet the range of learner readiness.  
Indicate where your current practices lie on in the continuum. 
 
Covering content/curriculum is 
my first priority & it guides my teaching  
decisions. 
 

Determining student readiness is my  
first priority before aligning lessons 

to curriculum targets. 

  
 
 
Learning targets/goals are the same for 
All learners 
 

Learning goals/targets are adjusted and/or 
modified based on student need. 

 

  
 
 
All students progress along the same timeline for  
learning.  
 

Instructional timelines are flexible 
based on formative assessment data  

 

  
 
 
I predominantly utilize whole group instruction. I use a variety of grouping models based on need. 

 

  
 
 
All students complete the same tasks  
and assignments 

Activities are chosen and assigned to 
students based on readiness and need. 

 

  
 
 
All learners follow the prescribed curriculum  
together 

Prior to teaching a unit, pre-assessment data  
is used for instructional & grouping decisions 

 

  
 
 
I emphasize summative assessments in  
monitoring mastery 

I emphasize a variety of pre-assessment  
  and formative assessment strategies  

throughout a unit. 
  

  
 
 
To extend learning I provide more content 
or more application/practice of skills. 
 

To extend learning I provide enrichment  
opportunities that demand critical/ 

creative thinking, production of new ideas,  
& higher order thinking. 
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Thinking about Differentiated Instruction  
 
Different ways to take in, work with, 
and learn information 

Different amounts of time to learn 
for mastery. 

Different instructional strategies in 
response to learner differences. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Different levels of thinking in 
response to curriculum. 

Different methods of assessing 
student progress. 

Methods for engaging children’s 
cognitive tools: The Big Three 
Questioning/Thinking/Reasoning 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Think about your specific goals for using technology: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 8 

Planning For Differentiation 
 

Teachers need to plan instruction strategically to meet students where they are 
and offer them multiple paths to success. To differentiate, teachers must take 
into account not only what they teach but also how they teach. To differentiate, 
teachers must intentionally plan strategies for three phases of instruction: 
 
Intentionally deliver instruction in a variety of ways: 
When planning a lesson, it is important to “begin with the end in mind,” that is, to 
think about where you want to end up before you start out. Use a variety of teaching 
strategies that inspire and empower students to become interested in, explore, and 
learn the curriculum content and skills identified during the planning phase. 

 
Have students process their learning in ways that work best for them: 
Offer a variety of ways for students to process curriculum content and skills so 
they come to understand and "own" the information and become comfortable 
using the skills - what some call “sense-making activities”. What would it look 
like if my students achieved mastery of the content or skills in this lesson? What 
would they be doing to prove to me that they “got it”?  What evidence would 
convince me that I had successfully taught them what I wanted to teach them? 
 

Give students various options for demonstrating their learning: 
Provide choices that provide different ways for students to show what they have 
learned – both throughout the learning process and as a concluding assessment. 
How will students demonstrate that they have learned this? What kinds of 
evidence will verify that they have learned this and can apply it? 
What does successful attainment of this objective look like and sound like in 
your classroom? How will they -- and you -- know that they have learned? 
 
Differentiated instruction requires learning how to teach in a more informed 
way. It asks you to learn to be more observant of what is happening with your 
students and to learn to be more open to adjusting and changing the way you’ve 
always done things. It is true that differentiating instruction may require some 
new ways of thinking on your part. It is also true that differentiating instruction 
may require some extra effort on your part. But it will result in greater student 
learning – and that is one secret to excellence in teaching. 
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Low Prep Differentiation 
 
Methods for differentiating content, process, and products. 
 
 Choice of books           
 Homework options 
 Use of reading buddies 
 Varied journal prompts 
 Varied pacing (with anchor activity) 
 Student/Teacher goal setting 
 Flexible seating 
 Varied supplemental materials (non-fiction resources, 

articles, web sites, etc.) 
 Think-Pair-Share (by readiness, interest, learning profile) 
 Flexible due dates (some projects) 
 Open ended activities 
 Varied questioning strategies (Critical thinking, Blooms, etc) 
 Think-Tac-Toe choices 
 Negotiated criteria 
 Explorations by interest (student choice research projects) 
 Mini workshops to extend or re-teach essential skills 
 Writing workshop (individual writing goals) 

Menu of Strategies to Support Differentiated Instruction 
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Differentiating Content-Process-Product 
Content Process Product 

Literature Circles 
 

Graphic Organizers Graphic Organizers 

Writer’s Workshop 
 

Planners-Timelines Task Boards 

Integrated Instruction Flexible Pacing- 
check in dates 

Tiered Assignments 

Anchors/Centers 
 

Note-Taking Picture Notes 

Flexible Grouping  
 

Highlighting Text Reasoning Templates 

Questioning Strategies 
 

Self Evaluation 
Rubrics 

Learning Contracts 

Task Boards Verbal Defense Projects (learning 
style) 

Generalized Reflection 
 

Generalized 
Reflection 

Generalized 
Reflection 

Collaborative 
Learning 

 

Reasoning Tasks Contracts 

Tiered Lessons Problem Solving 
Strategies 

Multi-media Products 

Debate 
 

Debate Choices (all subjects) 
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Differentiated Instruction Strategies 
In differentiated classrooms, teachers provide specific ways for each individual 
to learn as deeply as possible and as quickly as possible, without assuming one 
student's road map for learning is identical to anyone else's. These teachers 
believe that students should be held to high standards. They work to ensure that 
struggling, advanced, and in-between students think and work harder than they 
meant to; achieve more than they thought they could; and come to believe that 
learning involves effort, risk, and personal triumph. (Carol Ann Tomlinson, 
2001)     

Some strategies are especially effective for differentiation. Here are some 
instructional strategies which support differentiated instruction: 

Advance Organizers: frameworks that a teacher presents at the beginning of a 
lesson which show the relationships and connections between old and new ideas 
to help learners organize and interpret new incoming information. 

Anchor Activities: on-going tasks that some students can work on 
independently while others in the classroom are participating in small group 
activities with the teacher. 

Attention to social issues, real world experiences, and community projects: 
performance assessment tasks, role-plays, and simulations which are connected 
to authentic real-life situations that are of interest to students. 

Centers: areas in the classroom that contain activities designed to teach, 
reinforce, or extend skills or concepts for individuals or small groups, such as 
listening centers with headphones and tape recorders, or science centers with 
materials for exploration and experimentation. 

Chunking: breaking assignments or activities into smaller, more manageable 
parts and providing students with more structured support for each part. 

Compacting: pre-assessing students to determine what they already know and 
then allowing those that have already mastered the concepts and skills to move 
into more advanced activities. 

Developing student responsibility: giving students opportunities to help 
develop the evaluation rubrics, write project proposals, and complete self and 
group evaluations. 
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Flexible pacing: allowing for differences in students' ability to move through 
the curriculum and master the content and skills. 

Goal setting and planning: involving students in setting their own individual 
goals and planning their learning activities, one-to-one with the teacher. 

Graphic organizers: a type of advance organizer that consists of visual and 
symbolic representations of key ideas and concepts which make them more 
accessible to learners. 

Hands-on activities: using manipulatives and concrete objects to enhance 
learning. 

Higher-level questions: using questioning strategies that require students to 
use higher level thinking skills. 

Independent study: giving students opportunities to work independently on 
topics of personal interest. 

Jigsaw: an activity where individual students or groups of students are asked to 
study one component of a topic (plants and animals of a biome) while other 
students or groups study another component (physical characteristics of a 
biome), and then share information to “put the pieces together” and understand 
the whole topic. 

Learning contracts: written agreements between students and teachers which 
describe what a particular student will do independently to reach a specific 
learning goal, including tasks, timelines, and evaluation criteria. 

Literature circles: small groups that are reading the same book, who meet in a 
circle to discuss it, with each student having a “role” where they are responsible 
for a particular literary element and come prepared to contribute to the group.  

Monitoring thinking: asking students to “think aloud,” to keep track of how 
they arrived at an answer, to discuss their thinking with their peers, and to 
reflect on their thinking in journals.  

Problem-Based learning: giving students simulated real-life problems and 
placing them in the active role of solving them in ways that are similar to how 
professionals perform their jobs. 

Pre-assessment: pre-assessing students before beginning a unit of study, to 
determine what they already know. 
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Scaffolding: support structures to help a learner accomplish a task just beyond 
his or her competency, which are provided temporarily and, like real scaffolding, 
are taken down when the learner no longer needs them. 

Rubrics: rubrics are assessment tools that describe the components of a student 
task and the expectations for completion; effective rubrics establish clear 
assessment criteria and provide descriptive feedback so students know how to 
improve their performance.  

Self-assessment: asking students to take responsibility for assessing their own 
or their group’s performance according to clearly-stated criteria, often in the 
form of a rubric. 

Thematic units: interdisciplinary or integrated curriculum which centers 
around a theme and which makes connections across multiple curricular areas. 

Think-Pair-Share: a strategy where students work in pairs to think about a 
question for a specific amount of time and then share their answers with each 
other, and then each pair shares with the whole group. 

Tiered Instruction: varied levels of activities which enable students with 
different learning needs to work with the same enduring knowledge and key 
skills but at different levels of complexity. 
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Building in Structure 
 
Specify in writing : 
1. Timelines with dates for each piece, e.g. note 

cards, rough draft, etc. 
 

2. Length (number of pages, minutes for oral 
report) 

 

3. Sources – number of, how reported 
 

4. Materials 
 

5. Where work is done, school or home.  How 
much outside help is appropriate? 

 

6. Format e.g. picture, story, report 
 

7. Level of quality for each piece 
 

8. Presentation style: notebook, written or 
verbal report 

 

9. Elaborations – color, costume, visual aids 
 

10.  Evaluation- checklist, rubric, etc. 
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A Plan for Differentiation 
 
Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 
Planning 
Advance  
Organizer 
Planners 

Lessons 
Formative 
Assessments 

Lessons 
Formative 
Assessments 

Lessons 
Formative 
Assessments 
 
Planning 

Re-looping 
Extensions 
Study hall 
60 Minutes 
Summative 
Assessment 

 
M: Identify key learning outcomes (CCSS.) 

Determine “Must Do” assignments for the week in core subjects 
Plan one extension activity that takes the learning further. 

 

Tu-Wed-Th Standard Lesson Plans w/ anchor activities 
 

Th: Review formative assessments and work completion records.  
Plan a re-looping activity to reinforce the learning. 
 

F: Independent extension activity 
 Small group re-looping activities 
 Study Hall work for those who just need time. 

Communication with home. 
 
 
 
 
 


	Determine “Must Do” assignments for the week in core subjects

