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Preface

	The School District of Haverford Township regularly reviews programs and curricula to continually provide a high quality educational program. In response to a preliminary study how instructional services are delivered in the gifted education Seminar Program, the School District of Haverford Township identified the elementary gifted program as one area for further review during the 2010-2011 school year.  To this end, a work group of stakeholders, including School Board members, administrators, general education and gifted education teachers, parents, and school psychologists formed the committee to conduct a year long, comprehensive program review. 

	Mr. James LoGiudice, an educator involved in gifted education in Pennsylvania for more than 40 years served as the lead facilitator of the program review. Natalie Habert, Esq., special counsel for the District was also a member of this committee and provided valuable support and data about recently revised Chapter 16 regulations, and their implications on provision of gifted education services.  
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	The initial work of the committee began with an overview of the Pennsylvania State Board Chapter16 Special Education for the Gifted regulations and some of the key research related to instruction of the gifted.  Based on this data, the Gifted Program Inquiry Committee identified key issues related to the delivery and improvement of the Haverford School District Seminar Program, and agreed on the following five questions for further review:

I	What is the nature of the vision, purpose, structure and underlying goals that drive  
             service delivery for the gifted? 

II  	What are the clear and defined screening and evaluation criteria and procedures in 
             place for identifying the gifted?

III 	In what ways are services for the gifted coordinated and integrated with the regular 	education curriculum and classroom learning?

IV	To what extent do we identify accurate academic present education levels?

V	What professional strategies and staff development are used to keep all teachers up to date and to   
             support differentiation of instruction for the gifted in both their regular and enrichment classes?
Additional prompts or probe questions also were developed by the stakeholders to fully develop each question and potential sources for data collection were identified and are noted in Appendix I. Data gathering activities began in December 2011 and continued through March 2011. Activities to support data collection included:

· Parent Survey
· Teacher Survey
· Interview with parent focus groups 
· Interview with 5th grade gifted student focus groups 
· Interview with school psychologists and pupil services administrative intern
· Interview with curriculum supervisors
· Interviews with the superintendent and other central office and building administrators
· Review of GIEP student files currently enrolled in elementary Seminar Program
· Analysis of existing eligibility data for gifted student placement – IQ, QRI, AIMSweb, ERB, math trimester tests, Otis Lennon, Slosson
· Site Visits

	The Elementary Gifted Inquiry was a collaborative work of the committee and this report reflects their findings and recommendations based on a review of the comprehensive data collected. The Considerations and next step program improvement actions offered to the district are based on recently revised Chapter 16 requirements, and on what the best practice research and standards identify as characteristics of quality programs or models for gifted education. 





STRENGTHS

The Haverford School District involved stakeholders  from all levels (Board members, Administrators, Teachers, Parents, Students), and deserves praise for initiating and participating in a comprehensive program improvement review of the current elementary gifted support program.

For over 30 years, the District has demonstrated strong administrative and staff support and commitment to providing gifted programming for students. The District has a tradition of excellence and high expectations for all students in academics and in the arts

Curriculum Directors are eager to assist the gifted support teachers in increasing curricular connections, particularly in the area of Science.

Parents praise and support the elementary gifted program.  They especially appreciate the opportunity the Seminar program offers children to work with intellectual peers, engage in higher level thinking, and research in-depth topics or projects.

When surveyed, general education teachers express their interest in developing additional strategies for differentiated instruction for the gifted.

Ability grouping options exist at all 4th and 5th grades in language arts and math.  This provides additional opportunities for gifted student enrichment and acceleration in these core content areas.

District leadership and school psychologists have already taken effective steps to restructure the screening and identification process, aligned with recent Chapter 16 changes.

When interviewed, gifted students acknowledge the opportunities they have in the Seminar program to work on independent research projects, to work with peers of similar ability, and to be engaged in creative and problem based activities.

FINDINGS

Nature, Vision and Purpose

Programs for the gifted should reflect a variety of learning and grouping options, e.g., cluster, ability, flexible, and interest-based grouping.

Programs for the gifted should allow for faster pacing and more complex and in-depth learning opportunities, ones that use higher-level critical thinking skills and activities to engage students in complex learning and performances.

Seminar booklet exists . ( does it – if so, we will  need to note what it contains, when developed, its status at present, who know about it?, and to what extent it is in line with revised Chapter 16 stuff?)

During on-site visits, the committee found that most districts employ a pullout service model for delivery and incorporate varying degrees of support for the general education teacher by the gifted support teacher.  Within HAVSD, this variability of support from the gifted support teacher exists as well.

During on site visits the committee observed integrated science, research, math and writing units that could be explored by the Haverford school District as a potential services delivery model in the Seminar program.

GIEPS, at present, and for the most part, are very similar when describing student goals and outcomes, and seem to reflect of a one-size-fits-all model.  Children are gifted in different ways. Both the intent and requirement for GIEPs is to develop a plan to meet and match individual student needs.

Parents and teachers note the need for a description and overview about the purpose of programs for the gifted, and how these programs relate to Chapter 16 and student GIEP mandates and requirements.


Screening and Identification

Screening and identification procedures for placement of students who are gifted should be in alignment with Chapter 16 regulations, and incorporate multiple criteria.

District screening and identification procedures are need a more consistent approach amongst elementary schools, particularly when examining multiple criteria. The collection of multiple criteria should preface a referral for a formal evaluation with a certified school psychologist.

Teachers and parents lack information about procedures for referral of students for gifted education services, screening and other eligibility requirements.

District leadership and school psychologists have already taken effective steps to restructure the screening and identification process, and to align these more closely with recent Chapter 16 changes.

Past practice has been for the district to contract for gifted evaluations with outside psychological services providers for assessing 2nd grade students.  This practice may hamper the ability to provide seamless supervision and coordination of the identification process.  


Present Education Levels

There is currently not a data-gathering process that collects sufficient detail or comprehensiveness of information in order to adequately complete the present levels of performance in a student’s gifted individualized education plan (GIEP). Chapter 16 regulations require districts to gather comprehensive and detailed student performance data in order to develop GIEP goals and outcomes.

Site visits indicated that students in several other district programs were involved in self-reflection and self-assessment of gifted goals and outcomes during their annual GIEP meetings.

Differentiated instruction should be based on current GIEP student assessment and performance level data, shared with regular education teachers, and allow for individualization of challenge and instruction.

Parents and general education teachers felt that there was not adequate communication about the gifted students’ progress throughout the year and how the learning that takes place in the Seminar Program is related or connects to some aspects of the general education curriculum.







Coordination and Integration

Parents expressed a desire for increased challenge for gifted students in both the general curriculum and classroom. 

In general, parents and students are satisfied with the level of challenge in the Seminar program.  However, these same groups voice a need for a larger range of activities or time to explore concepts and content at a higher level of complexity or with a deeper depth of understanding.

Curriculum leadership believes Seminar units and activities should be more connected and integrated with grade level content, assessments and benchmarks. For example, it was noted by the curriculum leadership that that the elementary science curriculum provides in-depth enrichment activities that would serve as a foundation for integrated study that math, writing and research. The Parallel Curriculum model would provide a variety of strands to explore integrated topics with more complexity and depth. 

Curriculum leadership is willing to play a role in order to coordinate and integrate grade level content, assessments, and benchmarks across grade levels and buildings.

Gifted education research and the Pennsylvania Department of Education Guidelines for the Gifted support the fact that differentiation needs to be developed for gifted students in terms of instruction, assignments, products, and assessments.
 
Differentiation needs to be connected with content, standards, and eventually the student’s GIEP goals and outcomes.

Chapter 16 states that all teachers are to play a role when providing instructional adaptations and modifications of the curriculum for gifted learners.  The delivery of a GIEP should occur throughout the day, every day, and assumes the integration of a differentiated curriculum and standards. 

Not all teachers or other staff have a firm understanding of what characterizes giftedness and its learning implications.

Specially designed instruction for gifted learners should include fundamental differences from instruction for typical learners:  Gifted learners have the capacity to learn at a faster rate, more in-depth, and with greater complexity; gifted learners find, solve, and act on problems more readily; and gifted learners often have the capacity to manipulate abstract ideas and make connections easily.  Thus, instruction for the gifted student should feature acceleration, complexity, depth, challenge, and creativity. 

Inclusive GIEPs will need to be more integrated.  Extension activities need to be developed for specific content taught in the general curriculum

Currently the District supports ability grouping and academic challenge beyond Seminar in all of its elementary buildings in 4th and 5h grades.  Students are grouped by ability in Language Arts and Math in 4th and 5th grades and in one building in 3rd grade.

The committee posits that gifted students need rigorous challenge in all academic areas that is consistent, articulated across grade and building levels, and consciously delivered.




The Gifted Program Inquiry Committee reviewed many pieces of gifted education best practice research, various data gathered from surveys, interviews, on-site visits to other school districts, and the GIEPs goals and outcomes of elementary level students.  Out of this comprehensive committee review, and effort there is agreement about the following findings related to coordination and integration of gifted education services with the general education services:

•	Allow teachers the freedom to move on from required content and skills once students have mastered these.

•	Gifted students need instruction to include differentiation of assignments, projects and products, and assessments.

•	Provision for challenging the gifted should include ability ad cluster grouping; curriculum extensions and enrichment; problem based learning; and tiered assignments and assessments.

•	There should be meaningful connections between seminar activities and student outcomes and the general classroom standards and content.

Professional Development

84% of teachers surveyed indicate a need for professional development about gifted learners, their learning needs, and how to differentiate instruction for them.

Teachers indicate the need for collaborative planning time between gifted support teachers and general education teachers.

District Curriculum Coordinators noted the importance to have Seminar Teachers included in the ongoing subject-based learning communities.

Parents need training and support to better understand their gifted children, about their child’s social and academic needs, Chapter 16 legal rights and responsibilities.

Over the last 5 years, HAVSD has focused on differentiation of instruction and on how to use formative assessments to help accomplish as topics of inservice for all teachers.  However, the actual practice differentiation strategies are implemented from high to low levels of complexity in the general education classrooms, particularly for gifted learners needs to be explored and reinforced.

Both parents and students expressed the need to improve challenging coursework in the general education classes by offering increased opportunities for differentiated and intellectually demanding curriculum.

Seminar teachers have expertise in understanding the needs of gifted students, and how to design and implement high-level challenge learning activities.  This expertise is not being shared to the extent it could be with general education teachers at present.









RECOMMENDATIONS

As a result of interviews, survey, and other data collected, there is a high degree of satisfaction with our current pull-out Seminar program, to the extent that the model in itself offers academic challenge and acceleration.  The District should explore grouping options, which would support gifted students across learning environments.  These options may include some forms of cluster grouping, continuation and perhaps extension of present ability grouping at the elementary grade levels, and exploration of other flexible groupings. These grouping options, related procedures for student selection, and implementation should be consistent and similar across the district.

The general education teachers, gifted support teachers and curriculum coordinators indicated a desire to collaborate regarding service delivery to gifted students. The District should provide professional development related to challenging gifted students in all academic areas, promoting higher level thinking skills, curriculum compacting, and increased opportunities for differentiation.

The findings of the Gifted Inquiry indicate a need to design and implement a comprehensive professional development plan related to the education of the gifted.  This program should be accessible to all staff and administrators.  Training should include district staff professional development workshops, use of building staff meetings, components of the Teacher Induction program, and attendance at Gifted PLCs.  These Professional Development programs need to address topics such as:  

•	Chapter 16 requirements and compliance regulations 
•	Differentiated learning instruction for the gifted
 •	Identification and characteristics of the gifted 
•	Technology applications and use

The District should explore the need for project-based, problem-based learning experiences, and differentiation that features acceleration, complexity, depth, challenge, and creativity.

The District should review available resources (staff, technology, materials, space and time) to identify how to increase the level of challenge for gifted learners.

Provide support, time, and resources to general education teachers in order for them to increase academic challenges and differentiation of instruction to gifted students in their classrooms. 

 Explore ways for the gifted support teachers to more closely collaborate with other teachers, and act as a resource for to provide challenge practices and materials.

Across survey, interviews, and data collection, all stakeholder groups expressed the desire for increased communication regarding gifted education programs and Chapter 16, Also, formal structures or means for Seminar teachers to regularly communicate with parents and classroom teachers about student progress and Seminar curriculum need to be established.

The District should consider developing a pamphlet and on-line resources, which outline and describe the procedures and criteria for gifted student screening and identification; timelines for evaluation and placement; and an overview of both the Seminar Program and other appropriate options that are available for academic challenge.



