Problem Solving for Learners with Exceptional Abilities

General Considerations

· Students identified as gifted learners may require the attention of the problem solving team to assist the teacher and parents in providing appropriate curriculum, instruction, assessment and special provisions, as outlined in state guidelines and law.

· Educators and parents should be familiar with compliant and non-compliant behaviors common in gifted learners.  Recognition of these characteristics may drive the problem solving process and implementation of interventions before and after identification.

· Gifted learners are diverse.  Problem solving may be complex, especially since the problem might be in regard to a combination of academic, affective, social-emotional or behavioral issues, pacing and motivation, or problems such as asynchronous development, perfectionism, sensory-motor integration or ADHD-type behaviors.

· Major decision-making points in a gifted learner’s instructional environment use the problem solving process: identification, interpreting data, planning and progress monitoring of programming options or interventions.  Whether a team is discussing identification, programming or intervention for at-risk indicators, the concepts and cycle of problem solving should be implemented with fidelity, over time.

· The involvement of the school’s formal RtI Problem Solving Team in the aspects of gifted identification and programming is dependent upon the structure in the school support student learning and growth, and often times, upon the size of the school or district.  An Advanced Learning Plan team or Gifted Education team may have the primary problem solving responsibilities for gifted learners.  Parents are integral to the team’s work.

· Problem solving for appropriate curriculum, instruction and assessment for gifted learners is a shared responsibility among staff, students and parents.  Reasons for bringing the issues of gifted learners to an RtI problem solving team include, but are not limited to: assistance in determining giftedness from a body of evidence; discussing vertical articulation for delivery of curriculum and assessment in strength area/s; determining Tier II or Tier III content or programming options; problem solving for implementation of evidence-based strategies; recommendations to improve reading or math skills; reducing underachievement factors or perfectionist behaviors; and social-emotional or behavioral issues.

· When problem solving for appropriate strength-based programming at Tier II or Tier III, four (4) components are given attention over time: acceleration, differentiated content, process and product, affective and career guidance and content options matched to strengths.

· Instructional time with cognitive peers and cluster grouping produce positive academic gains.

· For gifted learners who also struggle in a content area, the problem solving team must consider both strengths and weaknesses when planning interventions, programming strategies and time lines for assessment and progress monitoring.  Problem solving for weaknesses is similar as with other students with the same needs, being aware of rate, depth and complexity needs of gifted learners.

· The gap analysis for a gifted learner is determined in relation to the strength area and the current level of functioning.  In a strength area, an aim line or target of at least two years above grade level over time is reasonable.  Ceiling effect on tests may influence results.

· Gifted learners who are developing English acquisition will require challenge and rigor in their area of strength at the same time that language skills are being developed.

Problem Solving (PS) Level-Specific Considerations
	Elementary Level

	PS-Identification
	PS-Programming/Interventions

	· Educators/Team members need to be aware of gifted characteristics; both compliant and non-compliant behaviors.

· A complete and current body of evidence must be collected and discussed prior to problem solving for identification to help define the strengths and needs.

· Prior ALPs can be used for further data gathering ideas.
· Responding to strengths at an early age fosters positive academic gains, self-esteem and continuous access to a continuum of learning benchmarks.

· Qualified individuals collect appropriate data: screening of all students for potential.
	· Asynchronous development may suggest that the academic programming be accelerated in one content area, but not in another.  Focus can change as the child matures.

· Standard protocol curriculum programs can benefit a small group of gifted learners ready for the same instructional level.

· The team will need to be aware of, or search, what “best practice” interventions are and what resources are available in the school, district or community to develop/nurture the strength.

· The social-emotional impact of suggested interventions/ programs/placement on the student should be monitored.

· Students who consistently ceiling CSAP assessments require alternative assessment tools (e.g., curriculum-based, performance or district).

· Prior ALPs are reviewed for content and results.

	Look for:

· Students with outstanding verbal or math reasoning, language or numerical skills, problem solving ability, talent or memory.
· Strong non-compliant behaviors.
· Strong perceptual or visual talents.
· A variety of data/sources to discover exceptional potential

· High level responses to problem solving, seeing perspective, empathy, questioning, evaluation and synthesis of information.
· Rapid language acquisition and academic growth.
· Access the BOE and ALP if currently available.
· Look for disaggregated assessments that indicate strengths and needs of the student.

	Look for:

· Teachers who are trained in gifted education who desire to work with gifted learners.
· Positive student response to the intervention or programming options (e.g., increase in skill, knowledge, understanding, attendance and engagement).
· Results of pretests and rate of learning for adjusting programming and interventions

· Evidence of motivation.
· Underlying causes for behavior or underachievement.
· Resources, personnel and options outside of the student’s classroom.
· Use of available resources (e.g., CDE identification and Programming Guidelines) for Tier II and Tier III interventions.


Problem Solving (PS) Level-Specific Considerations

	Secondary Level

	Identification
	Programming/Interventions

	· Older students may mask their strengths at school.  Non-compliant behaviors may impact motivation and interactions.

· Educators may not understand the diversity of giftedness and categories under the law.

· In underserved populations, clues to exceptionalities might be in hobbies, leadership and the arts.

· Lack of motivation to take tests may impact test results.
· Peer and self-referrals are clues for unusual behaviors, strengths and motivation.

· Strengths may have been masked at a younger age due to a focus on remediation in language arts or learning of English.
	· If programming begins at the secondary level, a plan for scaffolding or compacting curriculum may be in order.

· The problem solving team could look at an aim line targeted beyond high school content standards to that the student understands the scope of work and pathway to develop his/her potential.

· Problem solving should include a focus toward how the student can gain insight into the process and products of an “expert” in his/her area of strength. 

· Student involvement in problem solving is critical for developing self-directed and advocacy skills.

· Affective problem solving may be needed to overcome any side-effects of programming interventions.

· The duration for Tier II or Tier III interventions/programming may be short- or long-term in nature.

	Look for:

· Students with exceptional visual, music or performing arts ability.
· Students with exceptional problem solving or leadership abilities in academic and non-academic situations.
· Students who question theory, practice, rules or authority.
· Exceptional knowledge base, problem solving ability, leadership, creativity, product or performance.
· Signs of underachievement that may be influenced by: feelings of isolation; peer pressure and issues; procrastination, time management and organization; perfectionism; truancy or tardiness.
	Look for:

· Progress in achievement and meeting ALP targets.
· Teachers who are training in gifted education and desire to work with gifted learners.
· Outside school resources that can be supplemented by parents and community.
· Enthusiasm and engagement in programming decisions.
· Development of social and/or leadership skills.
· Signs of apathy or a disconnection between intervention and strength area.
· Development of a sense of identify and self-advocacy.
· Making appropriate coursework and testing decisions to develop area of strength.


Additional Considerations, Especially at the Middle School Level
	Identification Considerations
	Programming/Intervention Considerations

	· The student’s test attitude toward classroom assessments and high-stake assessments might interfere with results.

· Educator attitudes about assessing for strengths in particular academic or non-academic areas may influence data collection or problem solving sessions.

· Assessment instructions include tools matched to potential strength.

· Physical health may contribute to motivational and achievement factors or results.

· Gathering data for the body of evidence is a process that includes data from a variety of teachers, classes and schedules.

· Student or peer interviews provide helpful information and insight.

· Giftedness is demonstrated in different ways and is not always in an academic area.

· The elementary school history may provide clues for identification or underachievement.

· Outside sources for referrals (e.g., scout leaders, music teachers, community members) are helpful when seeking “hidden” talent.

· Passions and interests outside the school environment are clues for identifying exceptionality.

· Capitalize on the school’s system of communication among home, school and multiple teachers.

· Peer and cultural factors may influence a student’s masking of a particular strength/ability.

· Qualified gifted personnel should be included in the analysis of the body of evidence.
	· Programming in the strength area, first, is respectful of the student’s potential and trusting his/her ability to develop personal talents.

· Cluster grouping on middle school teams is evidence-based practice and provides both an academic and social support system.

· Replacement curriculum (Tier II or III) linked to standards in the strength area provides depth and complexity in learning.

· Acceleration methods are important for future access to advanced coursework in high school and post secondary options.

· The middle school philosophy supports acceleration and the development of potential for all learners.  Ask: Is this true for gifted learners? 

· A strong core curriculum will offer gifted students coursework at an earlier age than other age-mates.  However, coursework alone will not address all the needs of gifted learners.

· Student interest, social interactions, motivation and rate of learning may change over time.  Thus, progress monitoring in academics and affective development are critical for programming/intervention decisions.  Ceiling effect on tests may mask “true” performance.

· Students are capable of participating on the RtI or ALP decision making teams.

· Self-advocacy, resiliency skills and social skill development are important to monitor and address for positive self-esteem and identity.

· Programming for career development, if not established at a very early age, is important in middle school years.
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