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Embracing diversity:
Empowering preservice teachers for teaching gifted and talented students

Karen Lewis, Peter Hudson & Sue Hudson
Queensland University of Technology, Caboolture campus

Abstract
This study investigated preservice teachers’ perceptions for teaching and sustaining gifted
and talented students while developing, modifying and implementing activities to cater
for the diverse learner. Participants were surveyed at the end of a gifted and talented
education program on their perceptions to differentiate the curriculum for meeting the
needs of the student (n=22). SPSS data analysis with the five-part Likert scale indicated
these preservice teachers agreed or strongly agreed they had developed skills in
curriculum planning (91%) with well-designed activities (96%), and lesson preparation
skills (96%). They also claimed they were enthusiastic for teaching (91%) and
understanding of school practices and policies (96%). However, 46% agreed they had
knowledge of syllabus documents with 50% claiming an ability to provide written
feedback on student’s learning. Furthermore, nearly two-thirds suggested they had
educational language from the syllabus and effective student management strategies.
Preservice teachers require more direction on how to cater for diversity and begin
creating sustainable societies by building knowledge from direct GAT experiences.
Designing diagnostic surveys associated with university coursework can be used to
determine further development for specific preservice teacher development in GAT
education.

Preservice teachers need to create opportunities for students to realise their potential by involving
cognitive challenges through a differentiated curriculum. Differentiation requires modification of
four primary areas of curriculum development (Maker, 1975) content (what we teach), process
(how we teach), product (what we expect the students to do or show) and learning environment
(where we teach/our class culture). Ashman and Elkins (2009) and Glasson (2008) emphasise the
need for preservice teachers, teachers and other professionals to be able to identify what gifted and
talented (GAT) students know and how they learn in relation to effective teaching. Glasson (2008)
recommends that educators keep up to date with practices in pedagogy, support, monitoring and
profiling of GAT students to create an environment conducive to achieving. Oral feedback is one
method to communicate to learners about their progress but has advantages and disadvantages for
some students. Oral feedback provides immediate information to the student on progress and
performance (Ashman & Elkins, 2009). However, preservice teachers must have clear
understandings of key concepts to assist the GAT student.

Implementing teaching strategies to engage innovate and extend students is valuable to the
preservice teacher in focusing on GAT student learning in the classroom (Killen, 2007). Practical
teaching strategies (Harris & Hemming, 2008; Tomlinson et al., 1994) facilitate diverse ways for
assisting GAT students to achieve learning outcomes. Such strategies include activities to enhance
creativity, co-operative learning and problem-solving activities (Chessman, 2005; NSW Department
of Education and Training, 2004; Taylor & Milton, 2006) for GAT students to develop a sense of
identity, belonging and self esteem towards becoming an autonomous learner. Preservice teachers
need to understand that GAT students learn in a different way and therefore should be assessed
differently. Assessment can be through diverse options to demonstrate the student’s competence,
demonstrate their understanding of the material in a way that highlights their natural abilities
(Glasson, 2008; Mack, 2008). Preservice teachers often are unprepared to assess students



understanding but this may be overcome with teacher education training promoting effective
communication and collaboration in the classroom, including the provision of a variety of
assessment strategies to improve teaching and learning (Callahan et al., 2003; Tomlinson et al.,
1994). It is also critical that preservice teachers have enthusiasm for teaching to demonstrate
inclusion, involvement and the excitement to communicate to GAT students in the learning process
(Baum, 2002).

Evaluating and reflecting on teaching practices must be part of a preservice teacher’s repertoire for
GAT education. Evaluating teaching practices can assist to further enhance student learning (Mayer,
2008). Evaluation gauges the success or otherwise of specific activities and teaching in general
(Mayer, 2008), and ensures that preservice teachers and teachers are well prepared and maintain
their commitment to their students and the community. Long and Harris (1999) advocate that
reflective practices assist teachers in creating improvements in educational practices. Reflective
practices help preservice teachers and teachers to improve their ability to pursue improved learning
outcomes and professional growth (Long & Harris, 1999).

Context
This study is set at a small regional campus of a large university in Queensland. As a way to address
departmental policies and the need to prepare preservice teachers for engaging a diverse range of
learners (see Queensland College of Teachers, Professional Standards for Teachers, 2006),
preservice teachers at this campus completed four elective units within their Bachelor of Education
(primary) degree. The electives include:

1. Middle years students and schools

2. Teaching strategies for engaging learners

3. Teaching students with learning difficulties, and

4. Middle-years curriculum, pedagogy and assessment.

In the university-based component of this unit, preservice teachers engaged in learning about
middle years students and schools, and gained knowledge of government policies pertaining to
GAT students. Further explored within in this unit was the importance of: collaboration between
teachers, parents/carers and school personnel in supporting middle years GAT students;
incorporating challenging learning experiences that promoted higher order thinking and problem
solving skills; real world learning experiences for students and; the alignment and design of
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment that is relevant to the students development, interests and
needs. The participants were third-year Bachelor of Education (primary) preservice teachers who
were completing an elective unit as part of the middle years of schooling learning with a focus on
GAT students. They were assigned one student from a local school. In the six subsequent ninety
minute weekly lessons, the preservice teachers were responsible for designing learning activities
that would engage and extend the GAT students. Furthermore, preservice teachers made decisions
about suitable pedagogical approaches and designed the assessment task to align with the
curriculum and the developmental needs of their middle years GAT student. This research aims to
describe preservice teachers’ perceptions of their education for teaching gifted and talented
students.

Data collection and analysis

The research design was a small-scale quantitative study. Specifically, this study employs an
evaluation survey based on participants’ attitudes, beliefs, and self-classification (Neuman, 2006).
Survey items were constructed based on the literature, for example, Item 1 states, “During my
school-based experiences in this unit, | felt | developed... my understanding of creating a safe
learning environment”, which aligned with a study by Diezmann and Watters (2000) and advocated
by Education Queensland (2008) as an education system’s provider. The 34 survey items were
placed into categories in common agreement between the authors and in line with literature



considerations. Items were then randomly placed in the survey to ensure each item could be
addressed individually (Hittleman & Simon, 2006). Each item was analysed to avoid jargon,
ambiguity and bias questions (Neuman, 2006).

A five-point Likert scale was used that catered for the full range of possible responses. Survey data
were analysed using descriptive statistics. Raw data from the five-point Likert scale were entered
into SPSS16 (a statistical analysis software package), that is, strongly disagree=1, disagree=2,
uncertain=3, agree=4, and strongly agree=>5. Using the analysis function of the SPSS package,
percentages, mean scores (M) and standard deviations (SD) were generated (Hittleman & Simon,
2006). Data were collated into five categories for reporting purposes, namely: school practices and
policies; curriculum and planning; motivating students; teaching practices; and personal attributes.
Percentages of agreed and strongly agreed responses (i.e., from raw data responses 4 and 5) were
tabled in rank order for comparative analysis. “Means and variances for items scored on a
continuum (such as a five-point Likert-type scale) are calculated simply the way other means and
variances are calculated” (Kline, 2005, p. 95).

The school-based unit allowed preservice teachers one-on-one contact with an identified GAT
student at a local school. This provided preservice teachers the opportunity to relate acquired GAT
content knowledge with practice in a school environment. Twenty-four percent of participants were
male and 76% percent female. Participant ages varied (i.e., 36% under 21 years, 46% between 22-
29 years and 18% 30-49 years). The survey identified that preservice teachers planned to teach a
number of lessons, for example, 4% of preservice teachers planned 1-4 lessons, 91 % planned 5-10
lessons and 5% planned more than 10 lessons. Sixty-four percent of preservice teachers agreed that
they learnt from the program, 32% strongly agreed, however, 4% felt they did not learn from the
unit. GAT students were selected from years 4 to 7 (i.e., 4% of primary students taught were in year
4,18% in year 5, 46% in year 6, and 32% in year 7).

Results and discussion

Preservice teachers believed they had a good understanding of creating a safe and supportive
learning environment (91%) and valued the school’s policies (96%, Table 1). They recognised the
need for a differentiated program, this included risk taking and engaging students with appropriate
activities targeting their developmental needs. Creating a safe learning environment to challenge
and inspire them to pursue excellence and encouraged lifelong learning. Preservice teachers agreed
that they developed an understanding of school policies and procedures. Sixty four percent claimed
they were not knowledgeable about new viewpoints for teaching gifted and talented students (Table
1).

Table 1: School Policies/Practices

Item No. & Item %* M SD
4. Policies 96 3.41 0.96
1. Safe environment 91 418 0.91
25. Aims 73 373 094
30. Viewpoints 64 373 1.03

*% = strongly agree and agree

These preservice teachers responded about their knowledge of curriculum documents and planning.
They believed they had developed their lesson preparation skills (91%) and planning for teaching
(91%) as a result of this six-week program (Table 2). The preservice teachers structured the lessons
on the school curriculum and lessons were planned to help structure the learning for the individual
student. Seventy three percent of preservice teachers identified that they had the content knowledge
required for teaching their lessons. However, only 46% claimed they had knowledge of the syllabus
documents for teaching GAT students.



Table 2: Curriculum and Planning

Item No. & ltem %0* M SD
3. Preparation skills 9% 4.27 0.88
24. Planning 91 4.09 0.87
15. Understanding lesson structure 78 386 1.21
5. Educationally challenging 78 409 111
28. Lesson plans 77 386 1.13
10. Timetable 73 386 094
21. Content knowledge 73 373 1.03
2. Language 64 3.77 1.07
11. Knowledge of syllabus 46 341 1.01

*% = strongly agree and agree

Designing activities that challenged and motivated students for a positive outcome was
acknowledged by preservice teachers (Table 3). Preservice teachers recognised that well designed
activities (96%) interrelated with positive attitudes and good rapport (86%) in student learning.
Conversely, 60% acknowledged they were equipped to provide oral feedback to the GAT student.

Table 3: Motivating Students

Item No. & Item %* M SD
29. Well-designed activities 96 4.18 0.85
22. Positive attitude 86 4.05 0.90
7. Rapport 86 4.05 0.90
6. Motivate 78 391 0.92
16. Oral Feedback 60 3.59 0.96

*% = strongly agree and agree

The data in Table 4 suggest that Preservice Teachers demonstrated effective teaching practices
(91%) and effective hands-on ideas (91%) for GAT students learning during the school based
experience. The data suggested that preservice teachers were able to create and implement different
strategies (78%) and ideas (91%) to accommodate the different learning abilities of the GAT
student. Equally, 50% accepted they were not confident to provide written feedback to the GAT
student.

Table 4: Teaching Practices

Item No. & Item %* M SD
14. Effective teaching 91 405 084
19. Hands-on ideas 91 432 0.95
8. Strategies 78 3.86 0.99
32. Assessing students 78 377 0.92
18. Questioning skills 78 395 1.05
13. Evaluate teaching 77 3.86 0.89
27. Problem solving 68 3.86 0.99

34. Monitoring students 68 3.64 1.05
12. Student management 64  3.55 0.96
20. Written feedback 50 350 114

*% = strongly agree and agree

Preservice teachers identified they have the skills and abilities to effectively communicate (91%)
and demonstrated enthusiasm (91%) for teaching GAT students (Table 5). Evaluations of teaching
and reflective practices were measured reasonably well (77%). Seventy-eight percent of preservice
teachers considered they had active listening skills to assist in establishing ways of improving their
4



teaching. However, 68% of preservice teachers agreed they needed to cultivate more confidence as
a teacher for teaching GAT students.

Table 5: Personal Attributes

Item No. & Item %* M SD
9. Enthusiasm 91 4.18 0.73
17. Communication skills 91 418 0.91
31. Listening skills 78 3.73 0.77
33. Improve my teaching 78 3.77 0.92
23. Reflective practices 77 382 0.96
26. Confidence 68 3.64 114
Conclusion

This paper explored and described preservice teachers’ perceptions of their experiences for teaching
GAT students. The majority of preservice teachers claimed that the six-week program provided
skills and strategies to modify the curriculum, which included understanding teaching practices that
meet the educational needs of the GAT student. Preservice teachers confirmed the importance of
developing a rapport with the GAT student for increasing learning opportunities. This self-
assessment mechanism in the form a literature-based survey also indicated areas for improvement
for these preservice teachers such as gaining more knowledge of the syllabus and syllabus language
appropriate to the GAT student. Indeed, there were several preservice teachers who required more
strategies to manage and monitor GAT students, and develop more skills on providing feedback to
the GAT student. These preservice teachers highlighted the need to enhance their reflective
practices for improving the teaching of GAT students. Developing a personal and professional
relationship can also require scaffolding and support from the GAT student’s classroom teacher and
the school system. This support can provide the preservice teacher with contextual knowledge and
teaching strategies to address the GAT student’s specific needs.

The survey used in this study presented a way to understand preservice teachers’ perceptions of
their practices for teaching GAT students. Future research could examine how feedback can have an
influence on the educational advancement and social attitudes of GAT students. Other research can
include mixed methods with qualitative responses, examining the socio-cultural contexts of GAT
student’s education, and determining how preservice teachers’ skills for teaching a GAT student
may translate into a classroom full of students. The surveys in this study were anonymous; self-
reporting on teaching practices may be a constraint to this study. Therefore, establishing both
preservice teachers and GAT students’ perceptions and evaluating the two viewpoints can aim to
further provide effective approaches to GAT practices. Results indicated the program was
noteworthy, productive and highlighted a need in the education of preservice teacher training to
provide instruction on GAT. Future teacher training programs could implement authentic GAT
education for preservice teachers by connecting theoretical practices from the university with
practical applications in the school.

Acknowledgements: This work was conducted within the Teacher Education Done Differently (TEDD) project funded
by the Australian Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR). Any
opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this paper are those of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the DEEWR. We would like to acknowledge Jenelle Edser as project officer.

References

Ashman, A., & Elkins, J. (2009). Education for inclusion and diversity. Frenchs Forest, NSW:
Pearson Education Australia.
Baum, L. (2002). Enthusiasm in teaching. Political Science & Politics, 35(1), 87.



Carrington, N. G., & Bailey, S. B. (2000). How do preservice teachers view gifted students?
Evidence from a NSW study. Australasian Journal of Gifted Education, 9(1), 18-22.

Chessman, A. (2005). Policy development and practice: The New South Wales experience.
International Education Journal, 6(2), 156-163.

Debuse, J. C. W., Meredith Lawley, M., & Shibl, R. (2008). Educators' perceptions of automated
feedback systems. Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 24(4), 374-386.

Education Queensland. (2004). See the future: The middle phase of learning state school action
plan. Queensland Government. Retrieved 21 December, 2008, from
http://education.qgld.gov.au/etrf/pdf/midaction03.pdf

Education Queensland. (2008). Framework for gifted education. Brisbane, QLD: Queensland
Government. Retrieved 15 November, 2009, from:
http://www.learningplace.com.au/uploads/suborgimages/158/File/Coloured%20Action%20P
lan%20Version%202.pdf

Gagné, F. (1993). Constructs and models pertaining to exceptional human abilities. In K.A Heller,
F.J. Monks & A.H. Passow. International handbook of research and development of
giftedness and talent. Oxford, UK: Pergamon Press.

Glasson, T. (2008). Improving Student Achievement: A practical guide to assessment for learning.
Canberra: Curriculum Corporation.

Gross, M. (1993). Exceptionally gifted children. London: Routledge

Gross, M. U. M. (1999). Inequity in equity: the paradox of gifted education in Australia. Australian
Journal of Education, 43(1), 87-103.

Harris, A. M., & Hemming, B. C. (2008). Preservice teachers' understandings of and preparedness
for gifted and talented education. Australasian Journal of Gifted Education, 17(1), 5-18.

Hittleman, D. R., & Simon, A. J. (2006). Interpreting educational research: An introduction for
consumers of research. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Keeffe, M., & Carrington, S. (Eds). (2007). Schools and diversity (2" Ed.). Sydney: Pearson
Education Australia.

Killen, R. (2007). Effective teaching strategies: Lessons from research and practice (4th Ed.).
Social Science Press: Wentworth Falls, NSW.

Kline, T. J. B. (2005). Psychological testing: A practical approach to design sand evaluation.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Lewis, E., & Milton., M. (2005). Attitudes of teachers before and after professional development.
Australasian Journal of Gifted Education, 14(1), 5-14.

Long, J. & Harris, M. (1999). A peep into a classroom: a reflective practitioner in action. Catholic
School Studies, 72(2), 50-53.

Maker, J. (1975). Training teachers for the gifted and talented: a comparison of models. Retrieved
October 27, 2009, from:
http://eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2sgl/content_storage 01/0000019b/80/32/d2/d2.p
df

Manning, M. L., & Bucher, K. T. (2005). Teaching in the middle school. Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Pearson Education.

Mayer, D. (2008). Professional standards, professional learning and accomplished teaching: the
foundations of a new professional accountability. Professional Magazine, 23, 8-11.

Mills, C. (2006). Pre-service teacher education and the development of socially just dispositions: a
review of the literature. Retrieved October 27, 2009, from:
http://www.aare.edu.au/06pap/mil06221.pdf

NSW Department of Education and Training, (2004). Policy and implementation strategies for the
education of gifted and talented students. Guidelines for the use of strategies to support
gifted and talented students. Retrieved October 27, 2009, from:
https://www.det.nsw.edu.au/policies/curriculum/schools/gats/implementation_1 PD200400
51.shtml


http://education.qld.gov.au/etrf/pdf/midaction03.pdf
http://www.learningplace.com.au/uploads/suborgimages/158/File/Coloured%20Action%20Plan%20Version%202.pdf
http://www.learningplace.com.au/uploads/suborgimages/158/File/Coloured%20Action%20Plan%20Version%202.pdf
http://www.aare.edu.au/06pap/mil06221.pdf

Neuman, W. L. (2006). Social research methods: Qualitative and quantitative approaches. (6" Ed.).
Boston: Pearson Education Company.

Pendergast, D., & Bahr, N. (Eds.) (2005). Teaching middle years: rethinking curriculum, pedagogy
and assessment. Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin.

Queensland College of Teachers. (2006). Professional standards for teachers. Retrieved March 18,
2009, from: http://www.qct.qld.edu.au/PDF/Standards/Standard10.pdf

Queensland Government. (2009). Framework for Gifted Education. Department of Education
Training and the Arts. Retrieved October 27, 2009, from:
http://education.qld.gov.au/publication/production/reports/pdfs/giftedandtalfwrk.pdf

Rowley, J. L (2008). Teaching strategies to facilitate learning for gifted and talented students.
Australasian Journal of Gifted Education; 17(2), 36-42.

Slee, J. (2009). Creating positive peer relationships: teaching for socio-emotional competencies.
Every Child, 15(2), 16-17.

Subban, P. (2006). Differentiated instruction: a research basis. International Education Journal,
7(7), 935-947.

The Queensland Association for Gifted and Talented Children Inc. (QAGTC) The identification of
gifted and talented students. Retrieved October 27, 2009, from:
http://www.aaegt.net.au/info_identification.html

Tomlinson, C. (1995). Deciding to differentiate instruction in middle school: one school's
journey. Gifted Child Quarterly, 39, 77-87.

Tomlinson, C., Tomchin, E. M., & Callahan, C.M. (1994). Preservice Teachers' Perceptions of and
Responses to the Differential Needs of Gifted Students in their Classrooms. Retrieved
October 27, 2009, from:
http://wwwe.eric.ed.gov.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2sql/content_stora
ge_01/0000019b/80/15/bf/c0.pdf

Watters, J. J., & Diezmann, C. M. (2000). Challenging the young gifted child in science and
mathematics: an enrichment strategy. TalentEd, 18(1 & 2), 2-8.


http://www.qct.qld.edu.au/PDF/Standards/Standard10.pdf
http://education.qld.gov.au/publication/production/reports/pdfs/giftedandtalfwrk.pdf
http://www.aaegt.net.au/info_identification.html
http://web.ebscohost.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie45%2fOMrOPfgeyk44Dt6fJYr6etSbSlsEiur55JuKe1UrKunlnLnPKK3%2bTxeeHq54fs3%2bJVq6e3ULavtEuxrbM%2b6tfsf7vb7D7i2Lt98N%2fhPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LPDXLGtsEi0pqR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=8
http://web.ebscohost.com.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie45%2fOMrOPfgeyk44Dt6fJYr6etSbSlsEiur55JuKe1UrKunlnLnPKK3%2bTxeeHq54fs3%2bJVq6e3ULavtEuxrbM%2b6tfsf7vb7D7i2Lt98N%2fhPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LPDXLGtsEi0pqR%2b7ejrefKz5I3q4vJ99uoA&hid=8
http://www.eric.ed.gov.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2sql/content_storage_01/0000019b/80/15/bf/c0.pdf
http://www.eric.ed.gov.ezp01.library.qut.edu.au/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2sql/content_storage_01/0000019b/80/15/bf/c0.pdf

