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Abstract  

The purpose of the study was to investigate teachers’, principals’, and students’ attitudes 

towards giftedness and their perceptions of differentiated practices for gifted learners. 

Differentiation for the gifted is critical to meet their unique learning needs. To date, 

however, no research has investigated the phenomenon of differentiated learning for the 

gifted through the combined perspectives of teachers, principals, and gifted students. 

Undertaking research through the perspectives of key stakeholders is important because 

school-wide differentiation requires a shared, collective approach at systems level. The 

present study addresses these concerns by analysing teachers’ perceptions of giftedness 

and their own teaching practices for gifted learners; by comparing these perceptions with 

those of students and principals; and by asking principals about their leadership actions for 

school-wide differentiation. Participants included 867 teachers, 120 principals, and 802 

students from government schools in Sydney, Australia. A mixed-method approach was 

used. Online questionnaires were administered to assess teachers’, principals’, and 

students’ perceptions of differentiated practices. Next, student-teacher interviews, co-

designed by Years 5-12 gifted student “co-researchers” (n = 38), were conducted to 

investigate teachers’ (n = 32) pedagogical strategies. Finally, case studies with four 

principals, nominated for their exemplary leadership, were used to develop a deeper 

understanding of effective school-wide approaches to gifted education at the leadership 

level.   

Results revealed that teachers’ positive attitudes towards gifted learners and their 

self-reported use of pedagogical approaches for the gifted were significantly higher for 

teachers who worked with gifted learners, held qualifications or positions of responsibility, 

and engaged in professional learning in educating the gifted. In contrast, years of general 

teaching experience had significantly less influence on teachers’ attitudes towards gifted 
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learners and their pedagogical approaches for the gifted. More experienced teachers, 

however, were found to be more supportive of the provision of acceleration than less 

experienced teachers.  Significant differences were also found between students’ and 

teachers’ perceptions of differentiated pedagogical strategies, classroom engagement, and 

the qualities of an effective teacher; and between principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of 

differentiated practices for educating the gifted. Finally, findings from the case studies 

revealed that exemplary principals aim to continually enhance their understanding of 

differentiated learning for gifted students, to build the collective capacity of teachers for 

educating the gifted, and to enable gifted students’ voices for enhancing teaching and 

increasing student engagement.  

Taken together, the study’s findings indicated the need for ongoing professional 

learning of principals and teachers in gifted education, and greater student voice to 

transform learning and teaching and foster school reform. The findings also highlighted the 

need for stronger pedagogical congruence between principals and teachers for unified 

approaches to leading and educating the gifted. To achieve this strong congruence, specific 

leadership actions for school-wide differentiation are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
Differentiation is rooted in and asks practitioners to grow in the ability to dignify human 

potential. (Tomlinson, 2014a, p. 26) 

 

 The purpose of this thesis was to investigate attitudes towards gifted learners and 

perceptions of educating the gifted across three key stakeholders: principals, teachers, and 

students themselves. In the present system of formal schooling, gifted students may be 

“sorely neglected” unless all teachers are aware of their needs and have the skills to plan 

for them effectively (VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2005, p. 212). Differentiation of 

curriculum and practices for gifted learners is a crucial aspect of such planning. It is 

unclear, however, whether the stakeholders—teachers, gifted students, and principals—

perceive differentiated curriculum and practices in similar ways.  

A key principle underlying curriculum development for gifted and talented learners 

is that the experiences for these children must be “qualitatively different” from the 

curriculum provided for non-gifted children (Maker, 1982; Maker & Schiever, 2010, p. 4). 

The notion of “qualitative difference” implies that the curriculum must provide for the 

unique characteristics of gifted students (Feldhusen, Hansen, & Kennedy, 1989; Robinson, 

Shore, & Enersen, 2007) such as the capacity to comprehend complex ideas at faster pace 

(Colangelo, Assouline, & Gross, 2004); the capacity to find, solve, and act on problems 

more readily (Davis, Rimm, & Siegle, 2011); the advanced capacity to manipulate abstract 

ideas and make connections about seemingly unconnected concepts more readily 

(Gallagher & Gallagher, 1994; VanTassel-Baska, & Stambaugh, 2006); the capacity to 

generate original ideas (Clark, 2008, 2013; Duke TIP, n.d.); and the inclination to engage 

in independent learning (Davis et al., 2011).  Thus, differentiated learning experiences 
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should be based on these differences, and should address these differences in the learner 

population if the differentiated curriculum is to meet their diverse needs.  

Notwithstanding the importance of differentiation for gifted learners, it is 

consistently reported in studies that little curriculum differentiation occurs for gifted 

students in regular classrooms, despite efforts in professional development (VanTassel-

Baska, Quek, & Feng, 2006; Westberg, Archambault, Dobyns, & Salvin, 1993; Westberg 

& Daoust, 2004). Major barriers to differentiating learning for gifted learners are teachers’ 

attitudes towards gifted learners and their needs, lack of depth of understanding about the 

degree of differentiation required, lack of relevant pedagogical skills, lack of planning 

time, and lack of leadership support for differentiated practices (Van Tassel-Baska & 

Stambaugh, 2005). Vialle and Rogers (2012) have argued that educational disadvantages 

for gifted students occur in classrooms where teachers do not appropriately differentiate 

learning to match the needs of the gifted. Underachievement of gifted students remains the 

most significant problem in schools (Landis & Reschly, 2013; Reis & McCoach, 2000; 

Siegle, 2013). Underachievement is more likely in schools where gifted students are 

required to study previously learned concepts again (Rogers, 2002), where students remain 

under-challenged (Schlichte-Hiersemenzel, 2001), or where curriculum content is not 

differentiated to suit individual interests or abilities (Matthews & McBee, 2007).  

While teachers are directly responsible for designing differentiated learning 

opportunities for students, the school principals’ leadership support may also be essential 

in enabling this differentiation to occur (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000; VanTassel-Baska & 

Little, 2003). The principals create conditions in the school for teachers to undertake 

professional learning opportunities in educating the gifted, and ensure school-wide 

approaches to differentiation (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000; Tomlinson, Brimjoin, & Narvaez, 

2008; Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). Research in educational leadership shows that 
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successful principals motivate and support teachers’ own learning through a range of 

effective professional learning opportunities (Fullan, 2016; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013; 

Robinson, 2011; Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). Notwithstanding this important role, there is 

little research directly examining principals’ perceptions of teachers’ pedagogical practices 

for educating gifted learners. It is not known whether such perceptions are similar or 

different to those of teachers, and if differences are detected, what factors might drive 

these differences. It is also not known what specific actions highly effective principals take 

to best lead differentiated learning for gifted learners.   

As noted above, few studies have been undertaken to examine the confluence of 

principals’, teachers’, and gifted students’ perceptions and perspectives of the use of 

differentiated pedagogical strategies. Undertaking research through the perspectives of key 

stakeholders is important because school-wide differentiation requires a shared, collective 

approach at systems level. More than one leader needs to share ownership of the change 

vision, and the principal as a lead learner is in a great position to inspire others with a well-

crafted vision (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). The principals are also more effective when 

they understand how teachers differentiate learning, and “how to establish 

environments…that influence teachers and students to work together” (Fullan, 2016, p. 

133). Similarly, teachers and gifted learners need to collaborate in ways that maximise 

student learning and growth. Mockler and Groundwater-Smith (2015) emphasise “the 

necessity of engaging with young people in ongoing and authentic dialogue if we are to 

realise the democratic, pedagogical and social aims of education in the twenty-first 

century” (p. 5).  

In this study, new ways of “leading differentiated learning for the gifted” were 

explored through the perspectives of teachers, students, and principals. First, using three 

large-scale quantitative surveys, teachers’, students’, and principals’ attitudes and 
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perceptions of differentiated teaching and learning practices were compared for the first 

time. Second, using case-study interviews with four principals, selected for their 

exemplary practice in school-wide differentiation for gifted learners, insights into effective 

leadership practices for differentiation were determined. Drawing on these two 

approaches, four general aims of the study were identified for the development of research 

questions: (a) investigate teachers’ attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners, and 

perceptions of their own differentiated practices for gifted learners; (b) investigate 

students’ perceptions of teachers’ differentiated pedagogical strategies, and their 

perspectives of classroom engagement and the qualities of an effective teacher; and 

compare student perceptions with those of teachers; (c) examine similarities and 

differences in the perceptions of principals and teachers about the use of differentiated 

strategies; and (d) study principals’ perceived understanding of, and their self-reported 

leadership actions for, school-wide differentiation.  

The study draws explicitly on a philosophy of learner-centredness. First, across all 

discussions of differentiation, the term differentiated learning is used. Differentiated 

learning is conceptualised as a learner-centred approach to addressing gifted learners’ 

needs, readiness, interests, and learning preferences. This construct builds on the 

established concepts of differentiated instruction (Tomlinson, 1999, 2014a) and 

curriculum differentiation (Kaplan, 2009; Maker, 1982; Maker & Schiever, 2010) for 

gifted learners, but extends them to make explicit the learner-centred approaches to 

differentiation for meeting the needs of gifted learners. Further discussion of this term is 

included in Chapter 2. Second, student voice was actively promoted in the study. While 

understandings of student voice vary (see Fielding, 2011; Mitra, 2003; Mockler & 

Groundwater-Smith, 2015), central to all understandings is the notion that students’ own 

views and experiences should be used to transform learning and teaching (Fielding, 2012; 
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Mitra, 2003, 2004; Rudduck & Flutter, 2000; Thomson & Gunter, 2007). Not only were 

gifted students asked about their perceptions of differentiation in their own education, they 

also participated in this study as “co-researchers”: assisting in the development of student 

survey and teacher interview questions, and conducting supplementary interviews with 

their teachers.   

Structure of the Thesis  

In this introductory chapter, I provide a brief overview of the thesis. I then expand 

this overview in the chapters that follow. In Chapter 2, I present key conceptions of 

learner-centred differentiation for gifted students, teachers, and principals. Drawing on 

empirical and theoretical work from experts in the field, recognised best practice in 

differentiation for gifted learners is identified in this chapter. I then present the literature 

review about the perceptions of teachers, students, and principals in Chapters 3-5. The 

literature about teachers’ attitudes towards giftedness and their perceived understanding of 

differentiated learning for gifted students is explored in Chapter 3. The importance of 

student voice and the literature regarding gifted students’ perceptions of differentiated 

learning, classroom engagement, and the qualities of an effective teacher of the gifted are 

reviewed in Chapter 4. Principals’ understanding of, and leadership actions for, school-

wide differentiation for gifted learners are examined in Chapter 5.  

I describe the research design and method in Chapter 6, and then present results in 

Chapters 7-9 containing findings for teachers, students, and principals respectively. In 

Chapter 7, the findings of the study related to teachers’ attitudes towards giftedness and 

their perceived understanding of pedagogical practices for differentiated learning in 

schools are presented. Students’ perceptions of their teachers’ differentiated pedagogical 

practices, their perspectives of classroom engagement, and the qualities of an effective 

teacher for educating gifted learners are reported in Chapter 8. Gifted students’ perceptions 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING  19 
 
 

are directly compared with those of their teachers. In Chapter 9, the findings of the study 

related to principals’ perceptions of the use of the teachers’ differentiated practices are 

presented. As was the case for students, the principals’ perceptions are also directly 

compared with those of teachers. Finally, the principals’ understanding of their self-

reported leadership actions for implementing and sustaining school-wide differentiation 

are presented.  

In the final two chapters, I discuss and conclude the findings of the study. In 

Chapter 10, teachers’, students’, and principals’ perceptions of giftedness and of 

differentiated learning for the gifted are discussed. Next, the findings related to three 

groups are drawn together by illustrating a representation of school-wide differentiation for 

gifted learners. Finally, implications for practice, and limitations of the study and 

implications for future research, are examined. In Chapter 11, the conclusion in relation to 

the findings about the research questions of the study is presented. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CONCEPTUALISING LEARNER-CENTRED DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING  

 In this chapter, the key concepts that underpin this thesis are presented. First, 

learner-centred differentiated learning is examined. Learner-centred differentiation is a 

philosophical approach drawing together the conceptions of curriculum differentiation and 

learner-centredness. This construct builds on the earlier conceptions of differentiation such 

as differentiated instruction (Tomlinson, 1999, 2014a) and curriculum differentiation 

(Kaplan, 2009; Maker, 1982), and incorporates collaborative learning partnership between 

teachers and students. Second, a formal definition of giftedness is provided. Gifted 

students’ characteristics and engagement are examined, and the implications of giftedness 

for differentiated learning are discussed. Curriculum models which highlight specific ways 

to differentiate curriculum for gifted learners are presented, and the role that these models 

play in clarifying and supporting teachers’ pedagogy is discussed. Finally, the concept of 

learner-centred leadership is examined. Such leadership is critical for principals to model 

as leaders of collaborative learning, and to enact school-wide approaches to differentiated 

learning for the gifted. 

Learner-centred Differentiated Learning for Gifted Students 

 In this section, the conception of learner-centred differentiation for gifted students 

is presented. The concept of differentiated learning is defined first and its relationship with 

the earlier conceptions of differentiation is examined. The concept’s relationship with the 

learner-centred paradigm is examined next.  

Defining differentiated learning. Differentiation means making modifications to 

curriculum or instruction to meet the unique needs of students in the classroom (Kaplan, 

2009; Maker, 1982; Maker & Schiever, 2010; Tomlinson, 1999, 2014a; VanTassel-Baska 

& Little, 2011). More recently, the term has taken on an expanded meaning in the field of 
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education and includes making modifications to curriculum and instruction that are 

necessary to support students with diverse learning needs including gifted learners, 

mainstream learners, and students with special learning needs (Tomlinson, 2001, 2003; 

Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). According to this expanded use of the term, differentiation 

includes making modifications to content (what gifted students learn), process (how they 

learn), products (how they demonstrate what they have learnt), and learning environment 

(where they learn) based on student needs (Maker & Schiever, 2010; Tomlinson, 1999, 

2003, 2014b). 

 Researchers and scholars argue that students learn best when the tasks are based on 

student needs such as interest and readiness, when the tasks are at a degree of difficulty 

that moderately challenges them, and when the students are provided support to help them 

succeed at a higher level of proficiency than they would otherwise be capable of achieving 

(Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993; Sousa & Tomlinson, 2010; Tomlinson, 

2014a; Vygotsky, 1978, 1986). When teachers diagnose students’ readiness relative to 

learning goals and provide work appropriate for student needs, their achievement increases 

(Tomlinson et al., 2003). Interest-based differentiated instruction is supported by theory 

and research as a means for enhancing student motivation, productivity, and achievement 

(Amabile, 1983; Torrance, 1995). Interest-based differentiation appears to influence 

positive learning outcomes in both the short and long term (Ainley, Hidi, & Berndoff, 

2002; Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, Schneider, & Shernoff, 2003). In an investigation of the 

effects of a differentiated reading approach on fourth grade students’ reading 

comprehension (n = 358), Shaunessy-Dedrick, Evans, Ferron, & Lindo (2015) found that 

students in treatment schools had significantly higher scores on the comprehension post-

test than the students in control schools. Positive effects on student achievement have also 

been reported when teachers consistently make modifications to curriculum and instruction 
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to address student needs based on learner readiness, interest, and learning profiles in their 

classrooms (Beecher & Sweeny, 2008; Callahan, Tomlinson, Moon, Brighton, & Hertberg, 

2003; Sternberg, Torff, & Grigorenko, 1998; Tieso, 2005). 

In past literature about the education of gifted learners, differentiation has been 

conceptualised both as differentiated instruction (Tomlinson, 1999, 2014a) and as 

curriculum differentiation (Kaplan, 2009; Maker, 1982; Maker & Schiever, 2010; 

VanTassel-Baska & Little, 2011). Tomlinson (2014b) defines differentiated instruction as  

  
adaptations in content, process, product, affect, and learning environment in response to 

student readiness (proximity to learning goals), interests, and learning profile (preferences 

for taking in, processing, and presenting ideas) to ensure appropriate challenge and support 

for the full range of learners in a classroom. (p. 198)  

 
Tomlinson (2014a) emphasises the collaborative partnership between teachers and 

students, and points out that a “differentiated classroom is, of necessity, student-centred” 

(p. 21). 

 Maker (1982; Maker & Schiever, 2010) suggests that curriculum differentiation 

can be made through modifications in four areas: content, process, product, and learning 

environment. Similarly, the Kaplan model (2009) also examines the differentiation of 

curriculum in these four areas. Furthermore, VanTassel-Baska and Little (2011) highlight 

the inter-related importance of curriculum, instruction, and assessment: 

  
A differentiated curriculum for the gifted is one that is tailored to the needs of groups of 

gifted learners and/or individual students, that provides experiences sufficiently different 

from the norm to justify specialised intervention, and that is delivered by a trained 

educator of the gifted using appropriate instructional and assessment processes to optimize 

learning. (p.10)  
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  These conceptions of differentiated instruction and curriculum differentiation are 

highly regarded among the scholars and educators of gifted learners (e.g., Azano, 2013; 

Hertberg-Davis & Callahan, 2013; Kanevsky, 2011; Rogers, 2009). However, these 

conceptions tend to rely on student-centred approaches to differentiation. In this thesis, I 

make an argument for the use of a new term, “differentiated learning”, that is based on 

learner-centred approaches to differentiation for gifted learners. Both student-centred 

approaches and learner-centred approaches to differentiation represent a significant 

advance on teacher-centred approaches which position students as passive recipients of 

knowledge bestowed by their teacher. Similarly, both student-centred approaches and 

learner-centred approaches are focused on designing learning with the student at the centre 

and imply collaborative partnership between teachers and students. However, the term, 

learner-centred, is adopted in this thesis to denote a relationship to the learner-centred 

paradigm (described below) which makes the collaborative learning partnership between 

students and teachers strongly explicit. To this end, the construct, differentiated learning, 

builds on the earlier conceptions of differentiation (i.e., differentiated instruction and 

curriculum differentiation). Learner-centred approaches to differentiation, therefore, 

extend these previous conceptions while retaining their important contributions. The 

potential value of this approach is explained below.  

  The learner-centred paradigm. There is extensive related research on 

differentiated instruction and curriculum differentiation but little research has been 

conducted with the learner-centred paradigm that makes differentiated learning unique. 

The learner-centred paradigm signifies an explicit shift from instruction to construction, 

from control to connection, and from “what teachers teach” to “what students learn” 

(McCombs, 2003, p. 96). In this paradigm, teachers not only know the subject-matter they 

teach but also understand that they—along with their students—are learners (McCombs & 
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Miller, 2007, 2009). As co-learners, learner-centred teachers “can share the ownership of 

learning with their students as appropriate” (McCombs & Miller, 2007, p. 7). In learner-

centred systems, teachers co-construct meaning with their students as learning partners 

(Cullen, Harris, & Hill, 2012; Jenkins & Keefe, 2002; McCombs & Miller, 2007; Weimer, 

2013). Mockler and Groundwater-Smith (2015) assert that teachers need to “honour the 

capacity of children and young people [and] engage in inquiry as partners rather than as 

subjects, or even objects” (p. 53). Engaging with young people in an ongoing and authentic 

learning partnership is necessary if we are to realise “the democratic, pedagogical and 

social aims of education in the twenty-first century” (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 

2015, p. 5). 

 McCombs and Miller (2007) contend that when an educational paradigm or reform 

agenda “puts something other than the learner at the centre of instructional decision-

making, all learners—teachers included—suffer. They know that the system is not about 

them and is not responsive to their needs” (p. 7). From learners’ perspectives, the system is 

out of balance if knowledge (content standards) or teaching and instruction are at the 

centre of instructional decision making. In such a system, learners recognise that they are 

not important because ‘who they are’ and ‘what they need’ are not at the heart of the 

learning process (McCombs & Miller, 2007). In learner-centred schools and classrooms, 

on the other hand, it is not the isolated focus on knowledge (content), process 

(performance skills), or products (achievement outcomes) that is the centre of instructional 

decision making (McCombs & Miller, 2007, 2009). It is the learners (both teachers and 

students) who occupy the centre stage. In such learner-centred systems, content, processes, 

and products are designed to match the learning needs of individual learners.  

 Research underlying the learner-centred principles adopted by the American 

Psychological Association (Alexander & Murphy, 2000) shows that learning is enhanced 
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in contexts in which learners have supportive, interpersonal relationships and connections; 

individual differences and diversity of learner needs are acknowledged and addressed; and 

learners have personal control and choice over the learning process. In learner-centred 

schools and classrooms, the decisions about programming and instructional practices begin 

with the knowledge of individual learners and their needs, strengths, and interests. 

Learner-centred teaching practices “stem from the understanding that each student needs to 

feel known, cared about, and supported” (McCombs & Miller, 2007, p. 7). Students whose 

teachers use learner-centred practices are aware that their unique learning needs, interests, 

and talents are being valued and respected. In such systems, students are “partners with 

teachers in the learning process” (McCombs & Miller, 2007, p. 7). Research about 

teachers’ mindsets has also indicated that teachers who develop learner-centred orientation 

and growth mindsets become more skilled in providing personalised challenge to students 

(Dweck, 2012; Tomlinson, 2012). School cultures anchored in the learner-centred 

paradigm promote collaboration between teachers and students. Learning environments in 

these schools are conducive to building conditions that promote interactive dialogue, 

inquiry, and learning by doing; develop student expertise through purposeful and 

meaningful engagement in learning; and foster authentic student achievement (Jenkins & 

Keefe, 2002; McCombs & Miller, 2009; Sternberg, 2000). Thus, learner-centred 

differentiation promotes learning partnership between teachers and students, engages 

learners in critical inquiry and reflection about educational practice, and fosters ownership 

of their learning. 

One of the most powerful aspects of using learner-centred practices is the 

opportunity to seek students’ perspectives of learning and teaching first-hand by engaging 

with student voice. Student voice, in a learner-centred context, empowers students to 

influence change in their own learning provisions (West, 2004). When learners feel 
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ownership of their learning and are given voice and choice, they are more willing to learn 

and become involved in their learning (McCombs & Miller, 2007). Seeking students’ 

views on school problems and possible solutions is a constant reminder to teachers and 

leaders that “students possess unique knowledge and perspectives about their schools that 

adults cannot fully replicate” (Mitra, 2003, p. 290). Students tend to demonstrate 

sophisticated understandings of the qualities of an effective teacher, identify what good 

instruction looks like, and help teachers modify instructional approaches (Rudduck, 2007; 

Rudduck & McIntyre, 2007). Fostering student voice as an agent of change in schools 

requires a paradigm shift from the traditional teacher and student roles to more 

collaborative partnerships. In this collaborative learning, students engage with teachers as 

learning partners through the “enactment of participatory research and also through 

privileging of student voice” (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015, p. 5). 

 Problem-based learning (PBL) can provide the complex learning environment that 

is well suited to developing expertise using learner-centred approaches. The learner-

centred environment is created through the combined impact of the aspects of PBL: ill-

structured problem, advanced content, complex concepts, and the self-directed gifted 

learner who works as a stakeholder with the teacher in co-constructing meaning and 

solving the problem (Gallagher, 2015). Research indicates that gifted students have the 

capacity to build an expert’s knowledge base (Clark, 2013; Gallagher, 2015); have expert-

like dispositions such as perspective, forward problem solving, and persistence (Bransford 

& Vye, 1989; Shore, 2000; Sternberg, 2003); and have early capacity for problem finding 

and problem solving (Rogers, 2004; Runco, 1986). A majority of studies both from K-12 

education and the field of medicine show that students who employ PBL learn at least as 

much, if not more, than traditionally instructed students (Gallagher, 2001; Hmelo-Silver, 

2004; Sungur, Tekkaya, & Geban, 2006).  
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  The review of the literature above highlights the significance of the new term, 

learner-centred, used in this thesis. As co-learners, when teachers engage with students as 

collaborators and students feel ownership of their learning by having a voice and choice, 

the students become intrinsically motivated to learn and get involved in their own learning 

(McCombs, 2000). In a learner-centred paradigm, both teachers and students interact as 

learning partners with students becoming self-regulated learners; and teachers, role models 

and scaffolders of learning.  

 Summary. In this section, the construct, differentiated learning for the gifted, was 

conceptualised; and the literature related to constructs such as differentiated instruction 

and curriculum differentiation for the gifted was reviewed. An argument was made for the 

use of the term, differentiated learning for the gifted, which denotes a relationship with the 

learner-centred paradigm. The concept builds on the previous constructs of differentiation 

yet makes the learner-centred nature of this differentiation more explicit. Throughout the 

remainder of this thesis, the term “differentiated learning” has been used to depict 

differentiation for gifted learners.   

Conceptions of Giftedness and Implications for Differentiated Learning  

 Over time, popular conceptions of giftedness in the field of gifted education have 

shifted from singular IQ-based conceptions to multidimensional conceptions incorporating 

many other dimensions of human capability. Despite this, as shown below, IQ testing is 

still used in schools to identify gifted learners.  In this section, the conceptions of 

giftedness and their implications for differentiated learning of the gifted are reviewed first. 

Then teachers’ conceptions of giftedness and their implications for differentiated learning 

are examined. 

 IQ-based conceptions of giftedness. Since Terman’s classic longitudinal study, 

giftedness has long been associated with intelligence (Terman & Oden, 1947, 1959). By 
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adopting Binet and Simon’s early approach to measuring intelligence and classroom 

ability, for example, Terman (1925) developed standardised intelligence tests to predict 

which students would perform best in school. According to Terman, high general 

intelligence indicated by an Intelligence Quotient (IQ) score above 140 was the key 

indicator of giftedness (Sternberg, Jarvin, & Grigorenko, 2011). To this day, the notion in 

schools that high domain-general intelligence constitutes giftedness has continued to lead 

to the identification of those students as gifted who score well on standardised intelligence 

tests (Brown et al., 2005; Kaufman & Sternberg, 2008; Sternberg, Jarvin, & Grigorenko, 

2011; Subotnik, Olszeweski-Kubilius, & Worrell, 2011). The IQ-based conception of 

giftedness, despite being widespread, has received considerable criticism from theorists in 

the field (Reis & Renzulli, 2011). According to these criticisms, general intelligence is not 

sufficient to demonstrate talent in most domains (Sternberg et al., 2011; Subotnik et al., 

2011). Rather, other dimensions of human capability should also be taken into account. 

Terman’s study is a case in point. Although scholastic and occupational path developments 

among the student participants in Terman’s study were assessed as positive, very few 

students with high IQs were truly able to produce outstanding achievements later in life 

(Howe, 1982; Samson, Grane, Weinstein, & Walberg, 1984). Similarly, two of Terman’s 

participants who later won the Nobel Prize had not been identified as having high IQs in 

the earlier study (Stoeger, 2009).  

Multidimensional conceptions of giftedness. Most contemporary theorists have 

now broadened their conceptions of giftedness to include multidimensional sets of abilities 

that are not measured by traditional intelligence tests. These abilities include both 

creativity and domain-specific talents such as arts, business, and sports and athletics 

(Gagné 2009; Sternberg et al., 2011; Subotnik et al., 2011). According to these theorists, 

intelligence may be crucial for giftedness but it is not adequate to demonstrate talent in 
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most domains. Thus, in Gagné’s Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT), 

the concept of giftedness is broadened, beyond the narrow focus on intellectual giftedness, 

to include other mental domains (e.g., creative, social, perceptual), and physical domains 

(e.g., muscular and motor control). Other scholars focus on giftedness as expertise 

development which involves developing mastery in a given domain through extensive 

deliberate practice (Ericsson, 2002; Ferrari, 2002; Schneider, 2000). Sternberg (2001), 

instead, refers to giftedness as a form of developing expertise which is developed through 

the interaction of five primary elements: metacognitive skills, learning skills, thinking 

skills, knowledge, and motivation.  

Furthermore, more recent approaches to understanding giftedness include 

reciprocal exchanges of influence between individual actions and the environment (Ziegler 

& Phillipson, 2012). According to Ziegler (2005), giftedness is not a personal attribute. 

Rather than focusing on the identification of gifted learners, individuals develop talents by 

dynamically interacting with their environment and constructing their learning pathways. 

For example, talent development occurs when individual learners perform increasingly 

excellent actions within a domain in a stimulating learning environment. There are other 

scholars who broaden the conception of giftedness to include motivation, creativity, and 

wisdom (Heller, Mönks, Sternberg, & Subotnik, 2000; Sternberg & Davidson, 2005). 

Thus, when gifted learners employ their talents and expertise to make a meaningful 

contribution to society, they exercise their wisdom. The application of intelligence, 

creativity, and knowledge for the common good can lead to wisdom development among 

gifted learners (Sternberg, 2009).  

For the purpose of this study, a wide spectrum of multidimensional conceptions of 

giftedness underpins the core purposes of differentiated learning for the gifted, the central 

focus of this study. These multidimensional conceptions of giftedness range from talent 
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development (e.g., Gagné, 2009, 2011) and expertise development (e.g., Ericsson, 2002) to 

wisdom development (e.g., Sternberg, 1998, 2009), and are summarised in Table 2.1.           

Teachers’ conceptions of giftedness and implications for differentiated 

learning. Despite the recent shift towards multidimensional conceptions of giftedness, 

outlined briefly above, these conceptions do not always become part of the classroom 

practice, and many teachers continue to focus solely on traditional conceptions of 

giftedness which rely on intelligence (Miller, 2009; Moon & Brighton, 2008; Schroth & 

Helfer, 2009; Urhahne, 2011). For example, a survey of primary teachers (n = 434) from 

US public schools demonstrated that the majority of teachers conceptualised giftedness in 

terms of school performance (Moon & Brighton, 2008). Respondents were comfortable 

with the depiction or idea of gifted students as possessing strong work habits, effective 

verbal skills, and the ability to read. However, 75% of the respondents found it difficult to 

conceptualise gifted students as those without strong reading skills (including a limited 

vocabulary).  
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Table 2.1 
 
A Spectrum of Multidimensional Conceptions of Giftedness  
 

Talent Development  
(Gagné, 2009, 2011; McCluskey, Treffinger & Baker, 

1995, 1998) 

Expertise Development  
(Ericsson, 2002; Ferrari, 2002; Schneider, 2000; 

Sternberg, 2001; Zimmerman, 2002) 

Wisdom Development  
(Baltes & Staudinger, 2000; Sternberg, 1998, 2009) 

Gagné defined talent development as “the progressive 
transformation of outstanding abilities (gifts) into 
outstanding knowledge and skills (talents) in a specific 
occupational field” (2011, p. 11). Talent development 
process involves transformation of gifts in mental and 
physical domains into talents through catalysts. Gagné 
refers to differentiated learning provisions as part of 
catalysts for the talent development process. These 
provisions include, among others, enrichment, 
curriculum, acceleration, and grouping (Gagné, 2009). 
 
Teachers can facilitate talent development among 
gifted learners, according to Gagné’s Academic Talent 
Development model (ATD), through (a) an enriched 
curriculum; (b) a challenging excellence goal; (c) 
rigorous identification; (d) systematic and regular 
practice; (e) regular and objective assessment of 
progress; and (f) personalised learning (Gagné, 2011).  
 
McCluskey et al.’s Amphitheater Model for Talent 
Development (1995, 1998) takes an inclusive approach 
to talent recognition and development. It embodies the 
principles of differentiation, in that it emphasises 
complexity, diversity, and strengths of students and 
educators; and focuses specifically on learning, 
teaching, and talent development. Teachers promote 
talent development through authentic assessments, and 
developing productive thinking and metacognitive 
skills. The key indicators of excellence include 
acceleration, enrichment, and personal and social 
development (McCluskey et al., 1998).   

Gifted learners do not necessarily develop expertise 
and become eminent adults. Research has shown that 
expertise development and exceptional performance 
are usually based on an extremely rich knowledge 
base, acquired through a long lasting process of 
deliberate practice and motivated learning (Ericsson, 
2002; Schneider, 2000).  
 
In addition to high intellectual ability, non-cognitive 
factors such as endurance, dedication, concentration, 
and motivation play a critical role in reaching 
exceptional performance (Schneider, 2002). 
 
Self-regulatory processes (e.g., self-monitoring, self-
instruction, goal-directed instruction, systematic use of 
feedback, time management, and seeking assistance 
from experts) play a significant role in developing 
expertise (Ferrari, 2002; Zimmerman, 2002). 
 
The notion of developing expertise among gifted 
learners within a given domain can be fostered by the 
interaction of five key elements: metacognitive skills, 
learning skills, thinking skills, knowledge, and 
motivation (Sternberg, 2001). 
 
Students need to be trained in ways that let them truly 
emulate exceptional individuals, and not merely 
admire them (Ferrari, 2002). Teachers play a critical 
role in helping gifted individuals achieve superior 
performance and growing expertise in a given domain 
(Ericsson, 2002).  

A gifted individual can have all the skills and attitudes 
for achievement, and yet lack an important quality: 
wisdom (Baltes & Staudinger, 2000).  
 
According to Sternberg’s balance theory of wisdom 
(1998), a gifted individual is wise to extent she or he 
uses intelligence, creativity, and knowledge for the 
common good. Wisdom is about achieving a skilful 
balance in making short and long term decisions.  
 
It is the synthesis of wisdom, intelligence, and 
creativity—WICS model (Sternberg, 1998)—that 
builds the pathway for gifted individuals to become 
effective leaders and make meaningful contribution to 
society.  A gifted learner needs creative skills to come 
up with ideas; academic skills to make the ideas work, 
and convince others of the value of the ideas; and 
wisdom-based skills and attitudes to ensure that the 
ideas are applied in the service of the common good 
(Sternberg, 2009).  
 
Teachers can teach for wisdom by using activities that 
foster (a) dialogical thinking, that is, an ability to 
consider a situation from the point of view of different 
people; (b) dialectical thinking, that is, thinking that 
resolves and integrates competing points of view; (c) 
critical discussion of actions, as to whether they are 
wise or foolish; and (d) role modelling of wise 
judgement and action on the part of students and 
teachers (Sternberg, 2009).  
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Teachers’ beliefs in the traditional conceptions of giftedness may disadvantage 

students from poverty and those students whose first language is not English, or any 

student who may underperform in the classroom despite great potential. Indeed, it is not 

only teachers’ conceptions of giftedness that influence the achievement of gifted students, 

but attitudes towards curriculum differentiation also play an important role. Van Tassel-

Baska and Stambaugh (2005) outline several related barriers to differentiation, including 

the difficulty of some teachers to respond to diverse populations (e.g., minority groups, 

and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds), the failure of some teachers to realise 

that students each possess a variety of different abilities and interests, and the lack of 

positive attitudes many teachers have towards gifted learners and their needs. These 

problems are exacerbated when teachers have limited classroom management skills or 

planning time (Van Tassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2005). Even when teachers do recognise a 

student’s potential, they may lack the necessary subject knowledge for advanced content 

differentiation, may lack relevant pedagogical skills to work with gifted students, may not 

recognise the degree of differentiation needed to help each student reach her or his 

potential, or may have difficulty locating and utilising resources to provide accelerated and 

enriched content experiences for gifted learners (Van Tassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2005; 

Westberg & Daoust, 2004). Therefore, multiple barriers can impede teachers’ effective 

differentiation of learning for gifted students. 

Evidence suggests that the conceptions of giftedness can be broadened, and barriers 

to differentiation for the gifted can be avoided or overcome through targeted staff 

professional learning and support, a committed school leadership, and a positive change in 

school culture (Riley, 2015; Tomlinson & Allan, 2000; Tomlinson et al., 2008; Tomlinson, 

2014b). For example, when teachers revisit their attitudes and think about implementing 

differentiated practices for gifted learners, high student achievement outcomes result 
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(Tomlinson, 2014b). However, teachers must also receive sustained and supportive 

leadership for making these critical changes to their practices (Fullan, 2001, 2007, 2013; 

Leithwood & Seashore Louis, 2012; Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008; Tomlinson, 2014b). 

Additional research is necessary to illuminate aspects of school and systems leadership 

that can serve as catalysts for sustained change in teachers’ conceptions of giftedness, 

attitudes, knowledge, and practices for differentiated learning in schools (Callahan et al., 

2003; Tomlinson et al., 2008). 

Summary. In this section, conceptions of giftedness and implications for 

differentiated learning were examined. While there is a recent shift towards 

multidimensional conceptions of giftedness, these do not permeate classroom practice 

readily due to a range of barriers to differentiated practice in classroom. The review 

demonstrated that further research is necessary to examine how teachers’ conceptions of 

giftedness, knowledge, and practices for differentiated learning of the gifted in schools can 

be fostered and enhanced.  

Gifted Students’ Characteristics and Engagement  

Effective differentiated learning in classrooms requires teachers who understand 

gifted students’ abilities and attributes, and how to engage them in the classroom. For the 

purpose of this study, the definition of giftedness and talent in this study is adopted from 

Gagné (2003), which is also incorporated in the revised NSW Policy and implementation 

strategies for gifted and talented students: 

 
Gifted students are those whose potential is distinctly above average in one or more of the 

following domains: intellectual, creative, social and physical. 

Talented students are those whose skills are distinctly above average in one or more areas 

of human performance. (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004b, p. 6) 
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In this section, a review of the characteristics of gifted students and aspects related to their 

engagement is presented.  

Characteristics of gifted students. Gifted students exhibit stronger cognitive and 

language skills than do non-gifted students (Davis et al., 2011; Grigorenko & Sternberg, 

1997). They are generally more inquisitive and curious (Renzulli et al., 2002; Rotigel, 

2003), and typically think more abstractly than do their same age-peers (Feldhusen, 1986; 

Kitano, 1995; Renzulli et al., 2002; VanTassel-Baska, 1998a; Walker, Hafenstein, & 

Crow-Enslow, 1999). They also tend to have a stronger ability to find problems (Rogers, 

2002) and solve problems in diverse ways (Kanevsky, Maker, Nielson, & Rogers, 1994), a 

greater ability to generate original ideas (Feldhusen, VanTassel-Baska, & Seeley, 1989; 

Renzulli et al., 2002; Rogers, 2002), a stronger capacity to integrate and synthesise 

information or skills (Kanevsky et al., 1994), a greater preference for complexity (Shore, 

Rejskind, & Kanevsky, 2003), and a more enhanced metacognitive ability to monitor their 

thinking and explain their strategies (Barfurth, Ritchie, Irving, & Shore, 2009; Benito, 

2000; Berkowitz & Cicchelli, 2004; Kanevsky, 1992). Not surprisingly, the advanced 

cognitive skills exhibited by many gifted learners means that they may also exhibit higher 

levels of discrepancy (i.e., asynchrony) between physical and intellectual development 

than do their age-peers (Clark, 2013).  

 In interacting with other people and societal issues, gifted students may respond 

differently compared with their same age peers. They may be more receptive to new ideas, 

other viewpoints, and new experiences (Davis, 1992; Davis et al., 2011; Selby, Shaw, & 

Houtz, 2005) than are their age-peers, and they also typically have advanced leadership 

ability for their age. They are, for example, able to take initiative, give directions to others, 

encourage others, and engage in peacemaking negotiations (Karnes & Bean, 2010; Karnes 

& Chauvin, 1986, 2000); are responsible (Renzulli et al., 2002); have advanced cognitive 
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and affective capacity for conceptualising societal problems (Clark, 2013); enjoy 

involvement with the meta-needs of society (e.g., justice, beauty, truth, fairness); and 

apply this knowledge to today’s problems (Roeper, 1988; Silverman & Ellsworth, 1980). 

Finally, gifted students may differ from non-gifted students in their emotional 

experiences. Gifted students tend to demonstrate heightened emotional intensity 

(Feldhusen, et al., 1989; Webb, Meckstroth, & Tolan, 1982; Whitmore, 1980); are more 

prone to perfectionism (Betts & Neihart, 2004; Feldhusen, et al., 1989; Siegle & Schuler, 

2000); and have higher expectations of self and others, often leading to high levels of 

frustration with themselves, with others, and with the situations they find themselves in 

(Clark, 2013). Nonetheless, they also tend to exhibit strong self-regulation and control 

(Kanevsky, 1992).  

Notwithstanding these general characteristics of giftedness, gifted students are a 

heterogeneous group and exhibit particular abilities more strongly than others. This is 

particularly the case for gifted students with disabilities. In a study of 315 gifted students 

with learning disabilities, Nielson (2002) found that the characteristics exhibited by these 

learners included talents outside of school domains, strong vocabulary, big-picture 

thinking, superior problem solving skills, creativity, and a preference for complexity. The 

characteristics associated with learning disabilities included frustration with school, 

inconsistent academic performance, low self-esteem, and slow pace of work. 

Moreover, as I allude to above, not all gifted learners are high achievers. Many 

gifted learners exhibit characteristics of underachievement such as low self-efficacy 

(Siegle & McCoach, 2005), low self-motivation (Matthews & McBee, 2007), attribution of 

success or failure to outside forces (Siegle & McCoach, 2005), low goal valuation 

(Baslanti & McCoach, 2006), negative attitudes towards school and teachers (McCoach & 
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Siegle, 2003a), and low self-regulatory or metacognitive skills (Carr, Borkowski, & 

Maxwell, 1991).  

Thus, gifted learners exhibit a great diversity in talent development and emergence 

of gifts. Too few educators tend to understand the diverse needs and characteristics of 

gifted students, especially gifted students with disabilities. Reis, Sullivan, and Renzulli 

(2015) recommend that the characteristics of gifted learners “should be identified in as 

many educational contexts and populations as possible to ensure a well-rounded and more 

accurate picture of how people with gifts and talents develop” (p. 94). Teachers and 

principals, therefore, require adequate knowledge about gifted students’ diverse abilities 

and attributes so that they can understand their voices and perceptions; and honour their 

individual needs, readiness, and interests. Indeed, educators need to broaden their 

conceptions of giftedness to provide more flexibility in both identification and 

programming (Reis et al., 2015), and engage with students as learning partners in the 

school (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015).   

Gifted students’ engagement. Gifted students’ engagement in learning must be 

addressed when planning and implementing differentiated learning approaches (e.g., Clark, 

2013; Maker & Schiever, 2010; Renzulli et al., 2002; Silverman, 2013). In this study, 

engagement is viewed as multidimensional, involving cognitive, affective, and behavioural 

aspects of students’ learning (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Further, in 

addressing the factors that best support student engagement, I operationalise optimal 

engagement as flow. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) first described flow as an experience in 

which a student is immersed fully in the task at hand, with no self-consciousness or 

anxiety. Indeed, the experience of flow is so engrossing that time often passes without 

notice. Hillman (1996) similarly describes the presence of the daimon (a personal calling) 

in creative lives; and Reynolds and Piirto (2007) use the image of the thorn as “a metaphor 
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for the motivation to develop one’s inborn talent” (p. 49). The thorn pierces or torments 

the individual until she or he gets engaged, and devotes time and energy to the task.  

Whether optimal engagement is described in terms of flow, daimon, or thorn, gifted 

students nonetheless reach this state most easily when they are intrinsically motivated 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1991), when they are challenged (Kanevsky, 2011), when they are 

offered choice (Gentry, Hu, Peters, & Rizza, 2008), when the teacher exhibits particular 

characteristics that are perceived as supportive (Kanevsky, 2011), and when the 

environment is supportive (Phillips & Lindsay, 2006).  

This is important for two reasons. First, engagement drives learning. Simply 

altering the content material to match their advanced abilities will not help gifted students 

to reach their full potential if they are disengaged (McCormick & Plucker, 2013). Second, 

there are aspects of engagement—including intrinsic motivation, a desire for challenging 

tasks, a desire for student choice, and a preference for particular teacher characteristics—

that are particularly relevant to gifted students. These aspects of engagement offer insights 

regarding the nature of effective differentiation. While these aspects are not unique to 

gifted students, nonetheless, they manifest themselves in particular ways. To better 

understand the circumstances in which differentiation for gifted learners is most likely to 

be effective, I briefly review these aspects of engagement below.   

 Intrinsic motivation to achieve learning goals. Contemporary frameworks and 

theories of motivation tend to be dominated by the cognitive perspective. Schunk, Pintrich, 

and Meece (2008, p. 4), for example, define motivation as a cognitive process “whereby 

goal-directed activity is instigated and sustained”. Researchers have found that gifted 

students appear to be more intrinsically motivated in pursuing learning goals than other 

students (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1993; Gottfried & Gottfried, 1996; Olszewski-Kubilius, 

Kulieke, & Krasney, 1988; Feldhusen, Dai, & Clinkenbeard, 2000). This focus on intrinsic 
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motivation has particular implications for learner-centred approaches to differentiated 

learning of the gifted. Rather than relying on rewards, prizes, competitions and other 

extrinsic strategies, learner-centred educators engage gifted students’ intrinsic desire to 

learn by determining their interests and making meaningful connections with the 

curriculum (Clinkenbeard, 2014). 

Challenge. Seeking challenge has also been identified as a characteristic of gifted 

students, spurring greater engagement in tasks (Clinkenbeard, 1994; Freeman, 2000; 

Gentry & Owen, 2004; Wallace, 2000). When providing challenge, however, gifted 

students require “different, but not more, work [italics in original]” (Patrick, Gentry, Moss, 

& McIntosh, 2015, p. 197). Alternative activities need to be interesting and meaningful, 

and promote new learning but not burden the gifted learner with a higher workload than 

other students. Gifted students especially value learning about “complex extra-curricular 

topics and authentic, sophisticated knowledge, and interconnection among ideas” 

(Kanevsky, 2011, p. 279). In classrooms with inadequate or inappropriate challenge, 

repetition and slow pace, gifted learners get easily bored and disengaged (Feldhusen, 1998; 

Lens & Rand, 2000). In some cases, due to a lack of rigour in classrooms, weariness and 

low levels of motivation can lead to underachievement among gifted students (Butler-Por, 

1993; Montgomery, 2000).  

Student choice. Promoting student choice in learning has a positive motivational 

impact (Hay, 1993; Peters, Grager-Loidl, & Supplee, 2000; Montgomery, 2001). 

Kanevsky (2011, p. 279) calls the student-centred focus as “deferential differentiation”, 

that is, deferring to students’ preferences in how they would like to learn, which embodies 

the idea of student choice and autonomy. Interestingly, however, research has shown that 

while teachers might report that they provide choices in the classroom, their students often 

do not perceive these as choices, indicating differences in perceptions of choice between 
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students and teachers (Gentry, Rizza, & Owen, 2002). Tomlinson (2003) asserts if gifted 

students have to be given appropriate choices, then teachers should ensure that the variety 

of tasks are perceived by students as significant, interesting, and worth doing.  

Teacher characteristics. Teacher enthusiasm, feedback, and content knowledge are 

associated with student engagement as well as motivation and learning (Gentry, 

Steenbergen-Hu, & Choi, 2011; Patrick & Ryan, 2008; Siegle, Rubenstein, & Mitchell, 

2014). In their research with 28 gifted high school graduates who participated in an 

invitation-only, university’s honours program, Siegle et al. (2014) found that the gifted 

students “overwhelmingly attributed their interest and motivation to their experiences with 

their teachers” (p. 40). Gifted students perceived those teachers as effective who foster 

meaningful student-teacher relationships, hold expertise in their subject area, present 

complex ideas and meaningful content, and promote students’ self-efficacy beliefs (Siegle 

et al., 2014). 

 Environmental perceptions. Students’ perceptions of their environment play an 

important role in their achievement motivation and engagement (Siegle, 2013). Schools 

with highly motivated students tend to possess environments where the students feel 

connected to their teachers and feel valued for making individual efforts in enhancing their 

learning (Patrick, Gentry, & Owen, 2006). Gifted students perceive an environment to be 

supportive and nurturing when they build positive relationships with their teachers (Siegle 

et al., 2014). When school connectedness is strengthened, student outcomes improve 

(Blum, 2005; McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002). These findings resonate with gifted 

students’ disengagement and underachievement due to the students’ feelings of 

disconnection from their school (Renzulli & Park, 2000; Sadowski, 1987). In a study about 

factors contributing to the boredom of gifted high school students, for example, Kanevsky 

and Keighley (2003) highlighted five interdependent features that distinguish the boring 
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from engaging learning experiences: control, choice, challenge, complexity, and caring 

teachers. The extent to which these five “C’s” are present determine the extent of students’ 

engagement and productivity. 

 Summary. Gifted students are a heterogeneous group with diverse needs. Too few 

educators, however, understand the diverse needs and characteristics of gifted learners. 

Gifted students’ engagement and achievement are supported when gifted students are 

provided challenge, choice, and complexity; are engaged with enthusiastic teachers who 

have high expectations; and are exposed to supportive environment in schools.   

Qualities and Practices of Effective Teachers of Gifted Students 

 Although there are varied understandings of the conceptions of giftedness, there is 

little doubt that effective teachers play a pivotal role in the delivery of effective program 

services, including differentiation, for gifted students (Missett & McCormick, 2014). 

However, when teachers’ conceptions of giftedness do not resonate with available 

research, problems related to identification (Chart, Grigorenko, & Sternberg, 2008) and 

teacher practice (Missett & McCormick, 2014) might prevail. Research shows that 

teachers of the gifted need to have a range of qualities and practices that make them 

effective. These include specific personal and professional dispositions (e.g., enthusiasm, 

empathy), professional knowledge about the learner and the content, professional practice 

(e.g., the use of differentiation in educating gifted learners), and broader professional 

engagement (e.g., in further learning). Evidence-based qualities and practices of effective 

teachers for gifted students are summarised below (Table 2.2). This is followed by an 

analysis of teachers’ use of curriculum models in educating the gifted.  
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Table 2.2 

Qualities and Practices of Effective Teachers of Gifted Students 
 

Personal-Professional Disposition  
 

Elements Description Example References 
 

Enthusiasm Have passion for subject 
matter  
 

Heath, 1997; Mills, 2003; Whitlock 
& DuCette, 1989 
 

Intelligence Be above average intellectually 
 

Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994 
 

Empathy  See things from the students’ 
view and understand how  
students feel 

Bishop, 1968; Stephens, 2009 

   
Relationship 
with gifted 
students  
 

Foster caring relationships with 
students 
 

Chan, 2011; Graffam, 2006; Hansen 
& Feldhusen, 1994 

Humour Possess a sense of humour  
 

Maddux, Samples-Lachmann, & 
Cummings, 1985 
 

Self-efficacy Possess belief in their abilities  
 

Heath, 1997; Chan, 2011; Starko & 
Schack, 1989 
 

Broad interests Pursue a broad range of 
interests, often literary and 
cultural  
 

Bishop, 1968 

Motivation Motivate students 
 

Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Phillips 
& Lindsay, 2006; Whitlock & 
DuCette, 1989 
 

Organisation Be systematic and orderly 
 

Bishop, 1968; Chan, 2011 

Responsiveness Be culturally responsive  
 

Chan, 2001a; Ford & Trotman, 2001 
 

Achievement 
orientation  

Be committed to excellence – 
attempting to do their best  
 

Heath, 1997 

Learner-
centredness 
 

Have a learner-centred 
orientation 

Whitlock & DuCette, 1989 
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Professional Knowledge 
 

Elements Description Example References 
 

Expertise in the 
subject matter  
 

Possess in-depth knowledge of 
subject matter 

Bishop, 1968; Nelson & Prindle, 
1992; Renzulli, 1992; Sisk, 1989 
 

Understand 
student needs 

Understand the cognitive, social, 
and emotional needs of the gifted  
 

Bishop, 1968; Goodnough, 2001; 
Landvogt, 2001; Mills, 2003 

Understand 
how students 
learn 
 

Make learning meaningful and 
relevant for the gifted  
 

Gentry, Steenbergen-Hu, & Choi, 
2011 

Professional Practice   
 

Elements Description Example References 
 

Outcomes* 
differentiation  

Extend and/or modify syllabus 
outcomes to meet the learning  
needs of gifted students 

Heacox, 2009*; MacLeod, 2004*; 
VanTassel-Baska, 2003*; 
VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 
2006* 
 

Content 
differentiation  

Educate by using examples and 
illustrations of concepts  
 

VanTassel-Baska, Avery, Little, 
& Hughes, 2000  
 

Engage in whole-to-part learning  
 

Ayers, Sawyer, & Dinham, 2004; 
Rogers, 2007 

Eliminate curriculum content for 
students who have mastered it 

Archambault et al., 1993a; Reis & 
Purcell, 1993; Reis, Westberg, 
Kulikowich, & Purcell, 1998 
 

Adjust the amount of practice that 
each student needs to master  
content 

Archambault et al., 1993a; Reis & 
Purcell, 1993; Reis & Westberg, 
1994 

 
Set tasks that challenge each 
learner  
 

 
Diezmann & Watters, 2002 
 

 
Plan curriculum to provide a 
variety of learning experiences  
 

 
Tomlinson, 1995 

Make use of model answers for 
analysis in whole-class discussion  
 

Ayers et al., 2004 

Link new and prior knowledge  
 

Coleman & Shore, 1991 

Bring specialists to the classroom Whitton, 1997 
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Process 
differentiation  

Vary the pace of my lesson to 
cater for individual learning 
needs 
 

Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994 

Use flexible within-class ability 
grouping  

Kulik & Kulik, 1992; Nelson & 
Prindle, 1992; Tieso, 2005 
 

Use questions to stimulate class 
discussion and individual 
reflection   
 

Ayers et al., 2004; Starko & 
Schack, 1989 

Incorporate higher-order thinking 
into learning tasks 
    

Chan, 2001a; Nelson & Prindle, 
1992; Starko & Schack 1989; 
Yuen & Westwood, 2004 
 

Provide opportunities for students 
to select, implement and evaluate 
solutions to problems or issues  
 

Ayers et al., 2004; Tomlinson, 
1995 

Urge students to explore diverse 
points of view  
 

Cropley, 1994; Mumford, 1998; 
Starko, 2010; VanTassel-Baska, 
1998b 
 

Inspire students to offer 
imaginative solutions to problems 
 

Grigorenko, Jarvin, & Sternberg, 
2002; Nelson & Prindle, 1992; 
Kanevsky, 2013 
 

Foster creative and divergent 
thinking skills  

Amabile, 1989; Hansen & 
Feldhusen, 1994; Grigorenko, et 
al., 2002; Runco & Nemiro, 1994; 
Sternberg, 2006 
 

Offer students freedom of choice 
to select topics  
 

Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003  

Motivate and enthuse students by 
building their self-confidence and 
publicly recognising their 
achievements    
 

Chan, 1996; Csikszentmihalyi, 
Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993; 
Ziegler & Heller, 2000 

Ask students to evaluate their 
own work and that of their peers  

VanTassel-Baska, 2004 

  
Product 
differentiation  

Engage students in problem 
finding  
 

Heinze, 2005; Matsko & Thomas, 
2014 
 

Stimulate students to find 
solutions to real problems  
 

Newman, Dantzler, & Coleman, 
2015; VanTassel-Baska et al., 
2000  
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Make students reflect on what 
they have learnt and how they 
think 
 

Chan, 1996; Shore, 2000 

Provide meaningful, positive 
feedback 

Ayers et al., 2004; 
Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1993 

  
Encourage students to study 
methods of inquiry and research 
in different disciplines  
 

Nelson & Prindle, 1992; Rogers, 
2007; VanTassel-Baska, Bass, 
Reis, Poland, & Avery, 1998 

Use differentiated formative and 
summative assessments      
 

Missett, Brunner, Callahan, 
Moon, & Azano, 2014; Moon, 
Brighton, Callahan, & Robinson, 
2005 
 

Learning 
environment 
differentiation  
 

Foster a challenging thinking 
climate 
 

Rayneri, Gerber, & Wiley, 2006 

Offer flexible learning 
opportunities 
 

Rayneri et al., 2006 
 

Professional Engagement 
   

Elements Description Example References 
 

Engage in 
professional 
learning 
 

Undertake ongoing specific 
professional learning in the 
education of the gifted 

Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Mills, 
2003; Nelson & Prindle, 1992; 
Tomlinson et al., 1994 

Engage 
professionally 
with others 
 

Work closely with other staff 
members educating gifted 
learners, parents, and the 
community  
 

Chan, 2011; VanTassel-Baska et 
al., 2008  

Note. *Outcomes-based differentiation is theorised to enrich and augment differentiated content, process, 
product, and learning environment for gifted learners. However, it has not been empirically studied 
previously.   
 
 Thus, empirical research indicates that effective teachers of gifted students have 

certain personal-professional dispositions such as expertise in their subject matter, 

motivation, ability to relate well with gifted students, and understanding of how gifted 

students learn. These teachers differentiate outcomes, content, process, product, and 

learning environment to meet the unique needs of gifted students.  
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Teachers’ use of curriculum models for educating gifted learners. Effective 

teachers make purposeful use of curriculum models to differentiate learning and meet the 

needs of gifted students. They understand that the success of a program for the education 

of gifted learners is dependent upon the degree to which a coordinated set of principles 

inform the program (Renzulli, Gubbins, McMillen, Eckert, & Little, 2009). Without such 

organisational coherence, programs might be “random collections of scattered principles 

that lack theoretical integrity and internal consistency” (Renzulli et al., 2009, p. iii). 

VanTassel-Baska and Brown (2009) investigated the effectiveness of 11 curriculum 

models based on 15 criteria for effective curriculum that were cited from multiple sources. 

The researchers’ criteria included considerations such as research evidence to support use; 

K-12 applicability in all content areas; quality of curriculum products based on the model; 

ease of implementation and flexibility for teachers and students to work together; evidence 

of application of the model in practice; comprehensiveness; and a systems approach to 

school-wide and cross-school differentiation. Based on VanTassel-Baska and Brown’s 

(2009) review of curriculum models and other researchers (referenced below), I examine 

teachers’ use of six models for educating gifted learners. 

Although there are many models for curriculum development of gifted learners, not 

all of them are considered comprehensive for all areas of curriculum or types of learners. 

For example, The Purdue Three-Stage Enrichment Model for Elementary Gifted Learners 

and The Purdue Secondary Model for Gifted and Talented Youth (Feldhusen & Kolloff, 

1986; Moon, 1995, 1996; Moon, Kolloff, Robinson, Dixon, & Feldhusen, 2009) have both 

program and curriculum development components for teachers. According to VanTassel-

Baska and Brown (2009), however, neither of the two models comprehensively apply to all 

areas of the curriculum, all types of gifted learners, or to all stages of development. 

Similarly, while there are documented gains of teachers’ use of the Schlichter Models for 
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Talented Unlimited Inc. (K-6) and Talents Unlimited to the Secondary Power (7-12) to 

develop students’ creative and critical thinking (Schlichter & Palmer, 1993), the models 

may not be viewed as comprehensive in terms of their broad application to all areas of the 

curriculum and diverse population of gifted learners (VanTassel-Baska & Brown, 2009). 

Furthermore, while teachers’ use of the Stanley Model of Talent Identification and 

Development (Stanley, 2005) has been well received by parents and students in grades 3-

12 who reason exceptionally well mathematically and verbally, schools have been less 

receptive based on their conservative approaches towards acceleration and identification of 

highly gifted students in subject areas (VanTassel-Baska & Brown, 2009). 

The Integrated Curriculum Model influenced the conceptual focus of the learner-

centred, differentiated practices in the current study (ICM; VanTassel-Baska, 1986; 

VanTassel-Baska & Little, 2011). The ICM was specifically developed for high-ability 

learners. It has three dimensions: (a) advanced content, (b) high-level process and product 

work, and (c) intra- and interdisciplinary concept development and understanding. 

Research has demonstrated the effectiveness of the ICM with gifted learners in a range of 

educational settings (Feng, VanTassel-Baska, Quek, Bai, & O’Neil, 2005; VanTassel-

Baska, Zuo, Avery, & Little, 2002). There is evidence of broad-based application by 

teachers, however, VanTassel-Baska and Brown (2009) identified low fidelity in teacher 

implementation possibly due to lack of ease of implementation of units of study that were 

developed by using this model. As noted earlier, the focus on multidimensional 

conceptions of giftedness in learner-centred differentiated learning in this study resonates 

with Renzulli’s School-wide Enrichment Model (1988) with its focus on creativity as one 

of conceptions of giftedness (Renzulli, 1986).  

 Maker’s model for curriculum differentiation (Maker, 1982; Maker & Schiever, 

2010) contains 31 research-informed principles which are clustered to address four 
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dimensions of curriculum: content, process, product, and learning environment. For 

example, Maker and Schiever (2010) recommend that teachers can modify content by 

encouraging abstractness, complexity, variety, study of people across disciplines, and 

study of methods of the disciplines. They can modify learning processes by fostering 

higher levels of thinking (critical analysis, synthesis, and evaluation); by supporting the 

construction of personal and group meaning; by encouraging discovery and freedom of 

choice; and by using variable pacing. Teachers can modify the learning product by 

addressing real, substantive, complex issues or problems; and by engaging in formative 

and summative evaluation. Finally, teachers can modify the learning environment by 

making it open and welcoming to diverse people, ideas, questions, and fostering flexibility; 

by ensuring it is learner-centred; by encouraging both independent and group work; and by 

introducing complexity in materials and activities. Maker’s model contains a collection of 

best practices with demonstrated impacts in studies of individual principles rather than in 

the entirety of the collection (Kanevsky, 2011). Further research is currently underway on 

the Maker model’s problem-solving component, the DISCOVER (Discovering Intellectual 

Strengths and Capabilities while Observing Varied Ethnic Responses) project, which is 

part of a new model called the REAPS (Real Engagement in Active Problem Solving) 

model (Maker, Zimmerman, Alhusaini, & Pease, 2015). The REAPS model was developed 

specifically for teachers’ use in meeting the learning needs of gifted students in a variety of 

settings.  

 Teachers’ use of models of educating the gifted reviewed above include, in varying 

degrees, the differentiation of content, process (teaching strategies), product, and learning 

environment to meet the needs of gifted learners. None of these models, however, 

explicitly addresses the differentiation of learning outcomes even though it might be 

argued that the models might promote differentiation of learning outcomes implicitly. 
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While the importance of these implicit outcomes might be clear to some teachers and 

particularly those who are adept in curriculum alignment, such outcomes might be 

overlooked by other teachers—without explicit prompting—in favour of those elements of 

the model (i.e., differentiation of content, process, product, and/or learning environment) 

that are explicit. In this study, therefore, I explicitly refer to extending the learning 

outcomes to raise the level of challenge and complexity for gifted students.  

Differentiation of learning outcomes is important because teachers are able to 

design differentiated units containing provisions for extended content, process, product, 

and environment which are aligned to the extended learning outcomes. The learning 

outcomes provide a guidepost for making modifications to the content, process, product 

and learning environment in a unit of learning. However, when gifted students have 

already demonstrated competency or mastery of core learning outcomes, differentiation of 

these core outcomes enables a teacher to extend gifted students beyond the expectations of 

the standardised outcomes of the syllabus (Heacox, 2009; MacLeod, 2004; VanTassel-

Baska, 2003). MacLeod (2004) suggests that the core outcomes in a unit of study can be 

differentiated by promoting higher-order thinking and complexity, or accelerating the core 

outcomes to the next stage or level of outcomes for gifted learners. VanTassel-Baska 

(2003) recommends that the extended outcomes for gifted students should consistently 

reflect the following features: greater focus on higher-level thinking tasks, provision of 

more complex tasks, expectation of more sophisticated “products”, expectation that lower-

level outcomes will be achieved more quickly, promotion of creative responses to material, 

broadened scope of learner experiences, emphasis on multiple experiences, and thematic 

focus in differentiated units of learning. Thus, extended learning outcomes enrich and 

augment the differentiated content, process, product, and learning environment for the 

gifted.  
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This study is influenced by a range of models and frameworks, specifically 

Maker’s model, VanTassel-Baska’s ICM model, and Renzulli’s three-ring conception of 

giftedness. The influence is evident in the questionnaires for teachers, principals, and 

gifted students that contain questions on differentiated teacher practice (e.g., content, 

process, and product differentiation). In this study, I investigate teachers’ perceptions of 

their use of differentiated outcomes, content, process, product, and learning environment 

for gifted learners. 

 Summary. The reviewed models of differentiation for gifted students included, in 

various forms, differentiation of content, process, product, and environment. There was, 

however, little work examining the differentiation of learning outcomes, and how 

differentiated learning outcomes shape the content, process, products, and environment for 

gifted learners. Further empirical studies are needed to address this gap in the literature. In 

this study, I suggest that explicit extension of core learning outcomes is also an important 

aspect of differentiation for gifted learners. I draw on the five dimensions of curriculum so 

that differentiated content, process, product, and learning environment differentiation are 

aligned with the extended learning outcomes to meet the needs of gifted learners.   

Learner-centred Leadership 

 Learner-centred differentiated learning and effective teaching of gifted students 

across the school requires leaders who are also aware of learner-centred principles, as 

discussed earlier in this chapter. DuFour (2002) advocates a “redefining of the role of the 

principal from instructional leader with a focus on teaching to leader of a professional 

community with a focus on learning [emphasis added]” (p. 15). This shift from being an 

“instructional leader to lead learner” (DuFour, 2002, p. 15) means that principals shift their 

emphasis “from helping individual teachers improve instruction to helping teams of 

teachers” (p. 13) enhance student learning outcomes. DuFour differentiates the 
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instructional leadership of the ‘past’ from the learning-focused leadership required in 

today’s schools, stating: 

 
By concentrating on learning, today’s schools leaders shift both their own focus and that of 

the school community from inputs to outcomes and from intentions to results.  

…only those who understand that the essence of their job is promoting student and teacher 

learning will be able to provide that leadership. (p. 15) 

  
Dufour adds that teachers and students benefit from principals who act as “learning 

leaders rather than instructional leaders [italics in original]” (p. 13). 

Lambert and colleagues (2002) identify the following foundational principles of 

learner-centred leadership: (a) learning is an active, not a passive process; (b) learning is 

naturally social and is most likely to occur when learners share ideas and practise inquiry; 

(c) learners actively construct their own meanings; (d) both reflection and metacognition 

contribute positively to the construction of meaning; and (e) new learning is dependent on 

prior experience, beliefs, and values. To establish a persistent focus on learning at school 

level, principals and teacher leaders regularly visit classrooms and participate in 

professional learning activities with staff members, keep up to date with the field, make 

student learning a focus for performance evaluation, examine data about student learning, 

and work with others to set goals for improvement in learning (Southworth, 2005).  

Leadership is vital for initiating, building, and sustaining school change (e.g., 

leading differentiated learning of gifted students across the whole school). There are 

various models of school leadership in the literature for ushering change in schools. While 

it is beyond the scope of this thesis to consider different models in detail, the learner-

centred research focus of this thesis resonates with the theoretical conceptions of learner-

centred, strategic, and sustainable leadership models. Learner-centred leadership is 

focused on collaborative, inquiry-based learning between students and teachers, with 
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principals as lead learners (e.g., Fullan, 2014; Lambert et al., 2002; Southworth, 2005). 

This model is conducive to promoting student voice in school improvement and 

innovation. A 2008 meta-analysis conducted by Robinson, Lloyd and Row (2008) 

identified an effective leadership “dimension”, finding that “promoting and participating in 

teacher learning and development” (where principals are lead learners in the schools) is 

associated with a large average effect size of 0.84 (p. 663). Strategic leadership involves 

developing both short-term and strategic perspectives in the school, developing and 

enhancing strategic processes, and implementing strategic measures of success in the 

school (e.g., Cheng, 2010; Davies, Davies, & Ellison, 2010; Fullan, 2004). Sustainable 

leadership requires a collective endeavour from all leaders and community members in the 

school to sustain school improvement (e.g., Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Hargreaves & 

Goodson, 2004). Other leadership models such as the instructional leadership model (e.g., 

Hallinger & Murphy, 1985; Leithwood, Begley, & Cousins, 1990; Marks & Printy, 2003) 

instead focus on the principal as the primary source of educational expertise who promotes 

teaching and learning in the school. Similarly, the transformational leadership model 

affirms the prime role of a school principal in leading change, particularly in introducing 

innovation and shaping school culture (Leithwood, 1994), and in developing staff 

commitment which then leads to the development of goals and objectives of the school 

(e.g., Avolio, Bass, & Jung, 1999; Bass & Riggio, 2006). While a principal does play a 

significant role in leading change in the learning fabric of a school, she or he cannot 

achieve change alone.  The instructional and transformational leadership models, therefore, 

do not resonate with the philosophical approach adopted in this study which emphasises 

learner-centred, collaborative approaches to leading, learning, and teaching gifted students 

in schools.  
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Summary. As learner-centred leaders, school principals become lead learners who 

not only model learning, create conditions for powerful learning in schools, and influence 

teacher practice in indirect ways, but they also learn in the process. The insights that they 

gain further enhance their knowledge and understanding about leading, learning and 

teaching. While no single conception of leadership can possibly address all the 

complexities and challenges of a school system holistically, the theoretical conceptions of 

learner-centred, strategic, and sustainable leadership models resonate philosophically with 

the learner-centred, school-wide approaches to differentiated learning that underpin this 

study. 

Conclusion  

An argument was made in this chapter for the use of the construct, differentiated 

learning, for gifted students which builds on the previous constructs, differentiated 

instruction and curriculum differentiation, yet makes the learner-centred nature of 

differentiation more explicit. This learner-centred focus is conceptualised for teaching, 

learning, and leading school-wide differentiation. Throughout the remainder of this thesis, 

the term, differentiated learning, has been used to refer to differentiation for gifted 

students. Similarly, for the remainder of this thesis, learner-centredness for teachers refers 

to teachers’ engagement with students as learning partners; and for school principals, the 

learner-centred focus implies that the principals are, first and foremost, lead learners. In 

the next three chapters, I review teachers’, students’, and principals’ perceptions of 

differentiated learning for gifted students. I note how these perceptions align with the 

research presented in this chapter, how they are congruent or incongruent with each other, 

and where these perceptions are currently not known.   
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CHAPTER 3 

TEACHERS’ ATTITUDES AND PERCEPTIONS   

In this chapter, the literature about teachers’ attitudes and perceptions of gifted 

students and perceptions of differentiated learning is examined first. It is followed by a 

review of barriers and challenges to teachers’ differentiated pedagogical practices.  

Teachers’ Attitudes to and Perceptions of Gifted Students and Differentiated 

Learning 

  While an extended discussion of the interplay between teacher beliefs, attitudes, 

and behaviour is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is sufficient to note that beliefs form the 

basis of attitudes and perceptions, and ultimately control behaviour (see Ajzen, 2005, 

2012; Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005; Eagly & Chaiken, 2005 for further discussion). Thus, 

teachers’ attitudes towards giftedness; their perceptions of differentiated practices; and 

their behaviour, that is, their use of differentiation in practice, are all ultimately shaped by 

their beliefs about gifted learners and their education. Research shows that teachers who 

employ high levels of differentiation believe high and low achievers should be treated 

differently (Weinstein, 2002). Teachers are more likely to act on their beliefs when they 

believe that they have the capability to do so (Tang, Lee, & Chun, 2012). Similarly, 

attitudes become predictors of behaviour when there is higher correspondence between the 

measures of attitude and behaviour such as action, context, target, and time (Ajzen & 

Fishbein, 1977). Thus, it can be inferred that positive teacher attitudes are reflected in their 

behaviours and actions (e.g., in educating gifted learners).  

In this section, teachers’ attitudes towards gifted students and their attitudes 

towards differentiation for gifted learners are reviewed. Barriers and challenges to 

teachers’ differentiated pedagogical practices are reviewed next, and the importance of 

professional learning for shaping teacher attitudes is examined.  
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Teachers’ attitudes towards gifted students. Findings about teacher attitudes 

towards gifted learners and their education have been mixed. In some studies, researchers 

found that teachers tend to have positive attitudes towards gifted learners (e.g., Adams & 

Pierce, 2004; Gagné, 1983; Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994). In some studies, however, the 

researchers found that teachers tend to have more negative attitudes towards gifted learners 

than other students (e.g., Carrington & Bailey, 2000; Cramond & Martin, 1987), and yet in 

other studies, ambivalent or contradictory attitudes were reported (e.g., Bartley, 2014; 

Cross, Cross, & Frazier, 2013; Jung, 2014; Megay-Nespoli, 2001; Morris, 1987; Troxclair, 

2013; Watts, 2006).  

To better understand these mixed findings, predictors of teachers’ attitudes towards 

the gifted have been examined in many studies (e.g., Bégin & Gagné, 1994a, 1994b; 

McCoach & Siegle, 2007). Most of these studies have examined how teachers’ own self-

perceptions and perceived knowledge of giftedness are shaped by their contact with gifted 

children, the presence of a program for the gifted in the school, or their participation in 

professional learning for educating the gifted. Using Gagné and Nadeau’s (1985) 

instrument, “Opinions About the Gifted and Their Education Questionnaire”, for example, 

Bégin & Gagné (1994b) found two statistically significant predictors of attitudes towards 

gifted learners—socioeconomic status and contact with giftedness. These two factors 

explained 12% and 10% of the variance in attitude scores respectively. The higher the 

teachers’ socioeconomic status and the more contact they had with gifted learners, the 

more positive their attitudes were towards the gifted. Jung (2014) similarly found that 

contact with gifted persons and teacher age predict support for special programs/provisions 

for the gifted, with older teachers more supportive. It is not conclusive, however, what 

drove these age differences: whether the older teachers were more supportive because they 

had more experience with gifted learners, whether they had greater opportunities to 
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participate in professional learning across their career, or whether another explanation 

could account for the findings. Finally, Lassig (2009) also found that teachers (N = 126) 

who had substantial contact with gifted students had more positive attitudes towards the 

gifted than teachers in schools where the focus on educating the gifted was more a needs-

based arrangement. Moreover, teachers who had received in-service training in gifted 

education held significantly more positive attitudes with regard to gifted students than 

teachers without such training.  

 Negative attitudes towards gifted learners may be associated with cultural beliefs. 

In an investigation of 132 Korean preservice and in-service teachers’ attitudes towards 

gifted students, Lee, Cramond, and Lee (2004) asked the teachers to rate eight hypothetical 

students on a list of 23 “desirable” and 23 “undesirable” traits adapted from Tannenbaum’s 

(1962) original attitude questionnaire. The eight hypothesised students were described in 

varied combinations of athleticism, effort, and academic ability. Both Korean pre-service 

and in-service teachers rated the average, athletic, and non-studious students as being most 

desirable; and gave the lowest ratings to brilliant, nonathletic, and studious students. While 

US teachers in Morris’s (1987) early research, instead, reported valuing students for their 

academic excellence, mixed findings have later been found in western culture in Australia 

(Bartley, 2014; Jung, 2014), New Zealand (Watts, 2006), and US (Cross, Cross, & Frazier, 

2013; Megay-Nespoli, 2001; Troxclair, 2013).   

Ambivalent or contradictory attitudes towards the gifted are difficult to explain, 

and may relate in part to the specific questions asked of the teacher. For example, 

Troxclair (2013) surveyed 45 US undergraduate preservice teachers about their attitudes 

towards gifted learners, and found that while the participants held positive attitudes 

towards the need for support of gifted learners, they were generally resistant to objectives, 

ability grouping, and acceleration. Similarly, McCoach and Siegle (2007) found that 
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although training in the education of the gifted was related to more positive attitudes 

towards the gifted, it was not related to differences in perceptions of appropriate 

educational provisions (such as differentiation) for gifted learners.   

Summary. The research findings about teachers’ attitudes towards gifted learners 

and their education have been mixed, and have ranged from positive attitudes to negative 

attitudes to contradictory or ambivalent attitudes. Many studies have, however, shown that 

the attitudes towards gifted students and their education are positively influenced by 

targeted professional learning, knowledge of giftedness, and regular contact with gifted 

children. Further investigation into teachers’ attitudes towards gifted learners and their 

education, and the influences that shape teachers’ attitudes, is needed.  

Teachers’ attitudes towards differentiation for gifted learners. While positive 

attitudes towards gifted learners are important, positive attitudes towards curriculum 

differentiation for gifted learners are also relevant. Here, the findings are less positive. 

Although differentiated learning for gifted students has a positive impact on student 

achievement (e.g., Callahan et al., 2003; Gavin, Casa, Firmender, & Carroll, 2013; Tieso, 

2005), Tomlinson (1995) suggests that teachers’ approach to differentiation is more likely 

to be reactive than proactive or pre-planned. Teachers seem hesitant to change learning 

material, lesson plans of individuals, or evaluation procedures (Callahan et al., 2003; 

Tomlinson et al., 2003), and, therefore, the use of differentiation for gifted learners is 

limited in classrooms (Archambault et al., 1993a; VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2005). 

In this section, based on gifted learners’ readiness and interest (Tomlinson, 2014a), I focus 

on teachers’ attitudes towards acceleration, ability grouping, and pacing as illustrative 

examples of differentiated practices for the gifted.   

 Attitudes towards acceleration for gifted learners. Empirical support for 

acceleration as an academic intervention for gifted learners is extensive (Colangelo et al., 
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2004; Colangelo, Assouline, & Marron, 2013; Assouline, Marron, & Colangelo, 2014; 

VanTassel-Baska, 2010; Wood, Portman, Cigrand, & Colangelo, 2010). However, the 

strong empirical support for acceleration has not always translated into practice, and 

acceleration continues to be underused (Assouline, Colagnelo, Heo, & Dockery, 2013; 

Borland, 2009; Colangelo et al., 2004; Missett et al., 2014). Several researchers have found 

that teachers’ negative attitudes may result in non-implementation of acceleration 

(Hoogeveen, van Hell & Verhoeven, 2005; Townsend & Patrick, 1993; Vialle, Ashton, 

Carlon & Rankin, 2011).  

In an Australian study involving principals, gifted and talented co-ordinators, 

teachers, parents and gifted students aged 16 years and older (N = 104), and using both 

survey and interview methodology, Gross, Urquhart, Doyle, Juratowitch, and Matheson 

(2011) highlighted respondents’ concern for gifted students’ social-emotional development 

as a key barrier to acceleration. The researchers found that educators in schools and 

education systems were reluctant to accelerate gifted learners based on the assumption that 

they will experience difficulties in socialising with older students. The researchers also 

found that information regarding learning and socio-affective characteristics of gifted 

students is rarely part of teachers’ undergraduate training. They noted that while teachers 

continue to have concerns about social-emotional outcomes of acceleration, the 

understanding about social and emotional maturity tends to be applied subjectively based 

on teacher perceptions of student characteristics such as physical size, uniform 

performance across all subject areas, and emotional strength. 

 In a survey of 152 teachers, Siegle, Wilson, and Little (2013) similarly found that 

acceleration remains an underutilised strategy for meeting the academic needs of gifted 

students. Although the teachers were generally positive about acceleration, particularly 

with regards to academic benefits, they were more concerned about social-emotional 
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development. The teachers also showed reluctance to accelerate based on their perceptions 

that others (i.e., parents and administrators) would not permit it. The researchers also 

found that the least popular acceleration strategies (grade-skipping and early entrance to 

kindergarten) were also the easiest to implement; and the most popular acceleration 

strategies (curriculum compacting, dual enrolment, and subject matter acceleration) 

required additional teacher time or school resources.  

Moreover, teacher self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977) and supportive school systems 

were found to be important in predicting teacher attitudes and their enactment of 

acceleration (Rambo & McCoach, 2012). For example, teachers (n = 337; Confirmatory 

Study 2) who were confident in their ability to teach gifted students were the ones who 

were likely to recommend students for acceleration. On the other hand, teachers who were 

most influenced by the potential negative outcomes of using acceleration rather than its 

potential benefits were not supportive of recommending a student for acceleration (Rambo 

& McCoach, 2012).  

Attitudes towards ability grouping for gifted learners. The academic benefits of 

ability grouping for gifted students are also well documented (Adams-Byers, Whitsell, & 

Moon, 2004; Chessor & Whitton, 2008; Gross, 1997a, 2006; Kulik & Kulik, 1992; 

Shields, 2002). Cluster grouping (i.e., 3 to 8 students with similar gifts and talents 

intentionally placed in the same mixed-ability classroom), when combined with high 

teacher expectations and differentiated curriculum, has been shown to have positive 

outcomes for gifted learners (Brulles, Peters, & Sanders, 2012; Gentry, 2014; Gentry & 

Keilty, 2004; Miller, Latz, Jenkins, & Adams, 2011; Pierce et al., 2011). Ability-grouped 

classes with flexible membership have also been found to nurture more high achievers and 

lead to fewer underachievers (Clark, 2013). Despite the evidence, researchers have shown 

that teachers may have negative perceptions and are reluctant to use ability grouping for 
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gifted learners (Bain, Bliss, Choate & Brown, 2007; Lewis & Milton, 2005; Plunkett, 

2000b). For example, Gross (1997b) asserted that teachers perceive that ability grouping 

leads to elitism, and they believe that gifted students should remain in mainstream classes 

to act as role models, and gifted students should learn to interact with a broader student 

population. According to Rogers (1993), ability grouping will also not have positive 

effects unless it is complemented by differentiated curricula. Thus, despite documented 

benefits of ability grouping for gifted learners, research suggests that teachers have 

reservations about implementing this strategy in the classroom. Successful ability grouping 

programs for gifted learners (e.g., cluster grouping programs) require support, staff 

professional learning, and fidelity of implementation (Gentry, 2014). 

 Attitudes towards pacing for gifted learners. Pacing refers to adjustments in the 

pace of progress through a curriculum, based on the students’ readiness or skill level. This 

strategy is considered one of the most important process modifications for gifted students 

(Maker & Nielson, 1996; Piirto, 1994), resulting in strong gains in student achievement 

(Colangelo et al., 2010; Gentry & Fugate, 2013). Like acceleration and ability grouping, 

however, teachers often do not hold positive attitudes towards the use of this strategy. In a 

US study, for example, Missett and colleagues (2014) found that teachers did not use 

pacing consistently in their instruction. This was particularly the case when teachers with a 

‘group orientation’ believed that a group of students in the classroom were less able to 

master advanced work, and, therefore, they tended to use personalised pacing less 

frequently. On the other hand, teachers with an ‘individual student orientation’ tended to 

use personalised pacing more frequently. This finding is consistent with other studies that 

teacher beliefs and expectations about student capability, and not students’ actual 

readiness levels, influence the instructional choices made in the classroom (Azano et al., 

2011; Moon & Brighton, 2008). In addition, often the whole class level of instruction is set 
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to address mid- or high-achieving students, and the pace is set to address the needs of low-

achieving learners (Oakes, 1985; Tomlinson et al., 2003). As such, students of varying 

readiness levels may be frustrated (Ben Ari & Shafir, 1988). Thus, there is a continuing 

need to encourage the use of pacing for educating the gifted so that the progress of the 

curriculum can be varied to meet the needs of gifted learners.  

Summary. In addition to positive teacher attitudes towards gifted learners, 

supportive teacher attitudes towards differentiated learning are also relevant. Studies have 

shown that teachers are generally hesitant to implement differentiated practices in the 

classroom. They also tend to have less supportive attitudes towards differentiated 

provisions such as acceleration, ability grouping, and pacing for gifted learners.  

Barriers and Challenges to Teachers’ Differentiated Pedagogical Practices  

Teachers’ attitudes and perceptions about educating the gifted are not only 

influenced by their beliefs, contact with gifted learners, and their professional learning, but 

they are also shaped by external barriers and challenges. In Chapter 1, I discussed potential 

barriers to differentiating learning for gifted learners in the classroom. These barriers may 

occur for several reasons. First, preservice teachers may not have an awareness of 

giftedness or an understanding of the various models of differentiation for gifted learners 

(Watters, Hudson & Hudson, 2013). Watters and colleagues contend that preservice 

teacher education programs tend to focus on pedagogical practices and present preservice 

teachers with content, teaching strategies, and assessment procedures related to 

mainstream education. Despite two Senate inquiries into the state of provisions in gifted 

and talented education (GATE) in Australia which made recommendations for an increase 

in pre-service teacher training in GATE, “research continues to suggest that a lack of 

response and commitment to this area of training persists at pre-service teacher level” 

(Fraser-Seeto, 2013, p. 35). Watters and colleagues (2013) argue that even where the 
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programs for educating the gifted are part of the core programs at universities, they are 

generally lecture-based, and the preservice teachers rarely have opportunities to transfer 

knowledge into practice. More sustained partnerships between universities and schools, 

and active engagement with pre-service teachers’ voices are needed to provide preservice 

teachers authentic experiences in differentiation for gifted learners.  

Second, lack of supportive leadership and school structures also tend to hamper 

teachers’ enactment of differentiated pedagogical strategies for gifted learners (Hawkins, 

2009; VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2005). For example, many teachers hesitate to 

weave differentiated practices into their classroom practice because they believe that they 

lack flexible blocks of time, adequate resources for differentiated learning, and leadership 

support (VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2005); and they lack efficacy and consistent 

ongoing professional learning opportunities (Hawkins, 2009). To this end, a three-year 

longitudinal study by Brighton, Moon, and Huang (2015) demonstrated that rigid 

adherence and fidelity to implementation of a commercial reading program also hindered 

teachers’ ability to provide differentiated curricular and instructional provisions. The 

results indicated that although all readers demonstrated growth in their reading abilities, 

advanced readers exhibited the least growth.  According to Tomlinson (1995), initiatives 

that require major pedagogical and attitudinal shifts are more likely to be embraced if they 

arise from teacher reflection over time rather than from the principals. Researchers 

(Holloway, 2000; Tomlinson, 1995) have argued that judicious principals understand that 

unless they adopt a more collaborative approach with teachers, provide opportunities for 

effective professional development and mentoring, and collaboratively develop action 

plans for school-wide differentiation, positive and long-term change is unlikely.  

Given a range of barriers and challenges to teachers’ differentiated pedagogical 

strategies, professional learning for teachers in educating gifted learners is particularly 
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important. Indeed, numerous studies have revealed a positive relationship between 

professional learning in educating the gifted and positive teachers’ attitudes (e.g., Cashion 

& Sullenger, 2000; Gross, 1994; Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Kronborg & Plunkett, 2012; 

Lassig, 2009). Significant improvements to teachers’ attitudes towards gifted students are 

reported, particularly with regular follow-ups after the professional learning events, 

ongoing job-embedded professional learning through ‘critical friends’ groups, 

collaborative action learning projects, and peer coaching in schools (Copenhaver & 

McIntyre, 1992; Feldhusen, Haeger & Pellegrino, 1989; Gross, 1994). Furthermore, 

significant change in teachers’ attitudes occurs primarily after they gain evidence of 

improvements in student learning (Guskey, 2014). These improvements typically result 

from changes that teachers make in their classroom practices. Teachers involved in special 

or in-service training in educating the gifted are likely to be exposed to research findings 

about the cognitive and affective characteristics of academically gifted students that may 

challenge or contradict their previous beliefs (Gross, 1997a). Evidence from a number of 

empirical studies shows that postgraduate training in the education of gifted learners 

results in greater understanding of the nature of giftedness, characteristics of gifted 

students, ways to differentiate curriculum for gifted learners, evaluation of their own 

beliefs and attitudes, and the dispelling of misconceptions about giftedness (e.g., 

Goodnough, 2001; Lassig, 2009; Kronborg & Plunkett, 2012). Thus, targeted professional 

learning in the education of gifted learners engenders positive teacher attitudes, gives 

teachers a deeper understanding of giftedness, and builds teachers’ confidence to 

implement pedagogical strategies that match the needs of gifted learners. 

 Summary. Studies have shown that lack of supportive leadership and social 

structures, and inadequate professional learning of teachers in educating gifted learners 

adversely impact teacher attitudes and hamper successful implementation of differentiated 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   63 
 

practices in schools. This highlights a possible role for school principals to encourage, 

support, and nurture all teachers through supportive leadership and effective professional 

learning of teachers in educating the gifted. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, teachers’ attitudes and perceptions of gifted students and 

differentiated learning were examined, including the barriers and challenges to teachers’ 

differentiated pedagogical practices, and the relationship between professional learning 

and teacher attitudes. The review of the literature about teachers’ pedagogical practices for 

gifted learners indicated that teachers seem hesitant and less supportive to differentiate 

learning in classrooms, including the use of provisions such as acceleration, ability 

grouping, and pacing. Further, there is a paucity of research about teachers’ attitudes and 

perceptions of giftedness and differentiated practices through the perspectives of principals 

and gifted students. Given that the findings about teachers’ attitudes towards gifted 

learners and differentiation are mixed, and there is no comparative study about teacher, 

student, and principal perceptions of differentiated learning for gifted learners to date, it is 

important that future research investigates perceptions of giftedness and differentiated 

practices from the perspectives of teachers, students, and principals together. This thesis 

specifically examines teachers’, students’, and principals’ perceptions of differentiated 

pedagogical strategies.  

In the next chapter, the review of literature concerning students’ voices and 

perceptions of differentiated learning, classroom engagement, and effective teachers is 

presented.  
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CHAPTER 4 

GIFTED STUDENTS’ VOICES, PERCEPTIONS AND PERSPECTIVES  

 In this chapter, I examine the literature about engaging with gifted students’ voices, 

and their perceptions of differentiated learning, classroom engagement, and effective 

teachers. First, I review the literature about engaging with student voice. I build on the 

learner-centred philosophy I have outlined in previous chapters by discussing theoretical 

frameworks of partnerships between teachers and students. I also highlight the role of 

school leadership in enabling student voice. Second, I review the very limited literature in 

which gifted students are asked about their own educational experiences. I consider gifted 

students’ perceptions of differentiated pedagogical strategies, and their perspectives of 

classroom engagement and effective teachers. 

Student Voice: Perceptions and Perspectives   

The concept of “student voice” has increasingly been discussed in the school 

reform literature. Definitions vary, from seeking input of students for improving student 

outcomes, enhancing teaching and learning, and fostering whole school improvement 

(Fielding, 2001, 2012; Mitra, 2003, 2004); to conducting participatory research in which 

students contribute to the research question being addressed (Mockler & Groundwater-

Smith, 2015); to encouraging students to collaborate with adults in making key educational 

decisions that affect their learning (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004). Central to all these 

definitions, however, is the notion that student voice should be used to transform learning 

and teaching. 

Proponents of student voice argue that the opportunity to be heard is the essential 

right of any child, as enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (United Nations, 1989). To realise this right, Lundy (2007) suggests that children 

must be provided the opportunity to express their views on matters that influence them; an 
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audience who will listen to their views; and some means by which their views will be 

acted upon, as appropriate. In turn, Mockler and Groundwater-Smith assert “the necessity 

of engaging with young people in ongoing and authentic dialogue if we are to realise the 

democratic, pedagogical and social aims of education in the twenty first century” (2015, p. 

5). 

In the first part of this section below, the notions of student voice and of student-

teacher partnerships are discussed. In the second part, the role of school leadership in 

enabling student voice is examined. In the third, fourth, and fifth parts of this section, the 

literature about gifted students’ perceptions of differentiated pedagogical strategies, 

classroom engagement, and qualities of effective teachers is reviewed. There is a paucity 

of empirical studies about the impact of gifted students’ participation in school decision-

making. 

Student voice and student-teacher partnerships. A central characteristic of 

student voice, as articulated above, is the notion that it should lead change at a whole 

school level. West (2004) argues that student voice is not simply about communicating 

ideas or seeking opinions; it is about having the power to effect change. Mitra (2006, p. 

459) in turn suggests that student voice provides students “the opportunity to actively 

participate in school decisions that will shape their lives, the lives of their families, and the 

lives of their peers”. Empirical research with mainstream students demonstrates how such 

change is possible. In a series of six studies conducted with students and teachers from 48 

primary and secondary schools, for example, Rudduck and McIntyre (2007) sought to 

share with teachers their students’ perspectives about teaching and conditions of learning 

in the classroom. The study revealed that teachers subsequently demonstrated enhanced 

pedagogical practices. Students also experienced stronger self-esteem, enhanced attitudes 

to school and learning, stronger sense of membership, stronger student-teacher 
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relationships, and new skills for learning (Rudduck & McIntyre, 2007). Improvements in 

teaching, curriculum and teacher-student relationships (Rudduck, 2007), teacher 

preparation (Cook-Sather, 2002), and school strategic planning (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; 

Zeldin, 2004) have also been reported as a result of teachers’ engagement with students’ 

voices.    

If student voice is viewed as an agent of change in schools, then collaborative 

partnerships between students and teachers are a natural progression. In these partnerships, 

students are invited to work with teachers as “researchers and co-enquirers” in the 

classroom (Jackson, 2005, p. 5), that is, to investigate educational problems and research 

questions, and participate in pedagogical decision making. Various models and typologies 

have been presented to suggest how such collaborative partnerships might be fostered. 

While Hart (1992) uses the metaphor of a ladder, for example (with higher rungs 

signifying greater participation), Mockler and Groundwater-Smith (2015, p. 46) suggest 

that this metaphor “undermines the notion that different approaches to participation by 

young people…are not inherently preferable to others”. Authentic partnerships can be 

formed in a variety of ways as long as the ideas emerge from both young people and 

adults. Similarly, Shier’s (2001) suggestion that students answer a series of questions to 

determine their own readiness for participation, with readiness determined according to 

five levels, is also strongly hierarchical as student participation is framed “in relatively 

narrow terms of procedures and obligations” (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015, p. 

48). 

Perhaps the most comprehensive framework identified in the literature is Fielding’s 

typology, “Patterns of Partnership” (Fielding, 2011, p.67), in which six forms of 

interaction between adults and young people are articulated (see Table 4.1).  
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Table 4.1 

Fielding’s “Patterns of Partnership” Typology 

Patterns of Partnership Description 
 

6.  Intergenerational learning as  
     lived democracy 
 

Shared commitment to/responsibility for the 
common good 

5.  Students as joint authors  
 

Students and staff decide on a joint course of 
action together 
 

4.  Students as knowledge creators  
 

Students take lead roles with active staff support 
 

3.  Students as co-enquirers  
 

Staff take a lead role with high-profile, active 
student support 
 

2.  Students as active respondents 
 

Staff invite student dialogue and discussion to 
deepen learning/professional decisions 
 

1.  Students as data source 
 

Staff utilise information about student progress 
and well-being 
 

 

This typology is significant in a number of ways. First, it distinguishes the different ways 

in which students, teachers and school leaders can work together in the complex school 

environment. Second, it is “rooted in a desire to foster authentic, intergenerational 

democracy” (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015, p. 48). Third, it moves well beyond 

Shier’s vision of students sharing power to the development of a “shared responsibility for 

the common good” (p. 48) which might involve students and educators in a generative 

partnership and participation on all the six levels at different times. Using this framework, 

student voice can be more readily heard and enacted in schools for improvement in 

teachers’ practices, transformation of student-teacher relationships, and stronger student 

engagement in higher-order thinking and problem solving experiences. Fielding’s 

framework is more resonant with learner-centred approaches to learning in which students 
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and teachers work as co-enquirers, knowledge creators, and joint authors; and share 

responsibility for the common good—one of the key outcomes of differentiated learning, 

conceptualised as “wisdom development” in Chapter 2. 

Summary. Collaborative student-teacher partnerships are key to enhanced student 

outcomes, productive relationships, and whole school improvement. Although a full 

investigation of student-teacher partnerships is beyond the scope of this thesis, interested 

readers are directed to Fielding’s framework, “Patterns of Partnership” (2011), which is 

arguably the most comprehensive framework identified in the literature. It provides 

explicit ways in which students, teachers, and school leaders can work together in fostering 

and engaging with student voice. The framework resonates with learner-centred 

approaches to learning so that students and teachers can engage in, what Fielding (2011, p. 

67) calls, “intergenerational learning as lived democracy”.  

Student voice and the role of school leadership. The role of school leadership is 

critical in enabling student voice in schools. Effective school principals promote student 

voice in schools so that it transforms into a “liberating force for student engagement” 

(Beaudoin, 2005, p. 1). They promote learning partnerships between teachers and students. 

As Beaudoin points out, “By elevating student voice to its rightful status, we can change 

the way students view their learning, themselves, and school… which can lead to greater 

achievement” (p. 5). When school principals encourage active student participation in the 

school reform process, students become “producers of school outcomes” rather than 

remain “consumers of knowledge” (Perkul & Levin, 2007, p. 712).  

 According to Mitra, Serriere, and Stoicovy (2012), the relationship between 

teachers and the school principal is a crucial context for enabling student voice. Such 

relationships enable a clear vision of the school that is anchored and permeated into 

practice, support teachers’ ability to choose to participate in reform activities when 
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possible, and encourage the recognition that implementation will vary across contexts. 

Consistent with these benefits, Smyth (2006, p. 282) recommends the following leadership 

actions to promote student voice: (a) giving students significant ownership of their 

learning in meaningful ways, (b) supporting teachers and schools in sharing control with 

students, (c) fostering an environment in which people are accorded respect and trust, (d) 

delivering a curriculum that is relevant to students’ lives, (e) promoting flexible pedagogy 

that addresses the complexity of students’ lives, and (f) celebrating school cultures that 

embrace students’ lives regardless of their backgrounds. Future research is needed to 

broaden understanding of how leadership practices can influence teacher attitudes and 

shape school culture in promoting gifted student voices in schools.  

Summary. There are limited studies examining the role of school leadership in 

enabling gifted students’ voices. These limited studies have, however, shown that effective 

school leadership is a great enabler of student voice in schools. Effective principals foster a 

supportive learning environment for promoting student voice, influence teacher attitudes, 

and support teachers in working with students as learning partners.  

Gifted Students’ Perceptions and Perspectives  

The research about gifted students’ perceptions of differentiated strategies is also 

extremely limited. According to Gallagher, Harradine, and Coleman (1997), for example, 

“Few researchers have asked students directly whether their intellectual or academic needs 

are being met or whether they are receiving challenging work commensurate with their 

ability level” (p. 132). Gifted students may also mask their talents due to their vulnerability 

to criticism from others (Gross, 1994), and may be less likely to initiate conversations 

about their learning needs themselves. In this section, I review the limited research that 

does investigate gifted students’ perceptions of pedagogical practices, and their 

perspectives of classroom engagement and the qualities of an effective teacher.  
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Gifted students’ perceptions of differentiated pedagogical strategies. In studies 

that have been conducted to date, gifted students often report a discrepancy between the 

pedagogical approaches they prefer and those used by their teachers (Gross et al., 2011; 

Hertzog, 2003; Vialle et al., 2001). In a series of three studies on acceleration synthesised 

by Vialle and colleagues (2001), for example, 91% of Australian students (Years 8, 9 and 

10) surveyed (N = 33) in a selective high school (Bateman et al., 1997, in Vialle et al., 

2001) preferred to set their own problem to solve, and 97% of the students wanted to skip 

content they had already mastered. However, only 25% of the students indicated that such 

opportunities were provided by their teachers. Instead, according to the students, teacher-

centred pedagogies were more often used than problem-based, student-centred approaches 

to learning.  

Gifted students’ perceptions of acceleration are mixed. While gifted students report 

greater engagement, challenge and academic achievement when accelerated, and also 

report productive social connections and positive perceptions about themselves and their 

school experiences (Gross et al., 2011; Vialle et al., 2001), they highlight some challenges 

arising out of acceleration. Central among these challenges are the stigma of being in a 

special program for the gifted, a feeling of being different, a sense of antipathy from peers, 

and the likelihood of bullying and intimidation (Gross et al., 2011; Hertzog, 2003). In a 

similar vein, Gross and colleagues (2011) report a general reluctance by schools and 

education systems to accelerate gifted learners: not because of any apprehension about 

students’ inability to cope with work, but rather based on teachers’ assumptions that they 

will experience difficulties in socialising with older students. Both students’ and teachers’ 

fears may be unfounded, however. The researchers recommended that teachers should be 

given ready access to the findings of international research which demonstrate that gifted 
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students in general, “differ from their age-peers not only intellectually but also in their 

social and emotional development” (Gross et al., 2011, p. 48).  

Similar to the provision of acceleration, gifted students’ perceptions of grouping 

strategies are also mixed. Adams-Byers and colleagues (2004), for example, investigated 

gifted students’ perceptions about the academic and social/emotional effects of 

homogeneous and heterogeneous grouping in Years 5-11. The participants reported 

positive perceptions about homogeneous grouping, believing they learnt more in the 

challenging environment. However, to maintain contact with the non-gifted friends during 

the school day, gifted students also valued the social diversity of heterogeneous classes. 

Similarly, in a longitudinal study of 99 “statistical twins” in Years 5-6 (i.e., students in 

regular and special classes for the gifted, with similar backgrounds), Vogl and Preckel 

(2014) found that students in classes for the gifted exhibited more positive interest in 

school, and reported better student-teacher relationships than their counterparts in regular 

classes. This may be because homogeneous classes offer more opportunities for 

demanding tasks that are based on individual interests (e.g., Rogers, 2007). As noted in 

Chapter 2, challenge and choice were outlined as key factors for optimal student 

engagement.  

Finally, gifted students report a strong desire for complexity in their learning 

(Gentry & Owen, 2004; Kanevsky, 2011; Matthews & Kitchen, 2007). In Gentry and 

Owen’s (2004) large study of 7411 American secondary students (grades 7-12), for 

example, students in advanced placement and honours courses indicated more support for 

the CFA-derived constructs, challenge (i.e., rigour, depth, and complexity) and 

meaningfulness (i.e., relevance of content and methods to students’ lives), than did general 

course students. Similarly, in Kanevsky’s (2011) study of students in Years 3-8 (416 

gifted, 230 mainstream), students identified as gifted were more willing to learn complex 
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topics, sophisticated knowledge, and interconnections among ideas than were mainstream 

students. Interestingly, the academic programs offered to gifted students do not appear to 

affect their desire for complexity. Matthews and Kitchen (2007) compared the experiences 

of students enrolled in a gifted program (n = 450), an international baccalaureate program 

(n = 250), and a high-ability program with science enrichment (n = 240). The researchers 

found that gifted students in all three groups expressed strong satisfaction with their 

rigorous academic programs. 

Summary. Notwithstanding the relative paucity of research about gifted students’ 

perceptions about differentiated provisions, the few studies that have been conducted to 

date indicate that gifted students prefer challenge, choice and complexity in their learning. 

Moreover, they favour an invigorating learning environment that promotes their autonomy. 

The studies also indicated that despite some challenges, particularly in regards to prevalent 

assumptions about socialising with older students, gifted learners are generally supportive 

of acceleration and ability grouping because of increased stimulation and academic 

achievement they might experience. 

 Gifted students’ perspectives of classroom engagement. The research about 

gifted students’ perspectives of engagement in classrooms is also limited. As inferred in 

the previous section, researchers have found that gifted students’ classroom engagement is 

related to rigour and challenge in their learning, and caring teachers with sound 

pedagogical approaches (Delisle, 2012; Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003). In a study involving 

more than 4,000 students who provided more than 10,000 unique responses in 2004, 

Delisle (2012) re-examined primary and secondary students’ responses to questions about 

the learning process and life in school. Responses were clustered into five themes: control, 

complexity, common bonds, choice, and caring teachers, and were labelled the “5 Cs of 

Student Engagement”. Whereas some of these “5 Cs” relate directly to curriculum and 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   73 
 

instruction, others align more with the attitudes of the teacher and the atmosphere created 

in the classroom. Gifted students’ perspectives of the “5 Cs” of student engagement were 

instructive. Delisle found that for gifted learners, “control” refers to a desire to get their 

intelligence respected and their needs served in school. One student stated that, for 

example, “School isn’t flexible enough to allow me to grow as an individual” (p. 64).  

Gifted learners also sought complexity and challenge, with one student musing, “Why do 

teachers assume at the beginning of the year that we have lost all knowledge from previous 

years?” (p. 65). Their desire to foster “common bonds” with their teachers and peers was 

strong, and they preferred to be given choices in their learning that were relevant to their 

needs. Finally, the gifted students were adept in identifying teachers who truly love their 

craft and are caring. As one student noted, “I think of these teachers as the ones that you 

remember when you get older” (p. 67).   

The “5 Cs” identified in Delisle’s research resonate with Kanevsky and Keighley’s 

(2003) “5 Cs” of learning discussed earlier in this chapter (i.e., control, choice, challenge, 

complexity, and caring) for engaging gifted learners. Engaging with students’ voices was 

found to be foundational in providing high-quality learning experiences. More than this, 

however, students articulate how teachers are instrumental in inhibiting or supporting these 

critical engagement factors. Students also display the ability to recognise when teachers 

are and are not supportive. By seeking students’ own perceptions of their learning in this 

way, new avenues to high-quality learning experiences are, therefore, highlighted.  

Summary. Gifted students tend to be more strongly engaged when they are 

challenged, given more control over their learning, and interact with understanding and 

caring teachers. More research is, however, needed about gifted students’ perspectives of 

classroom engagement.   
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Gifted students’ perspectives of the qualities of an effective teacher. While 

gifted students identify intellect and content knowledge as important teacher 

characteristics, they also value personal attributes like passion for subject, enthusiasm, 

sense of humour, and respect for students (Eilam & Vidergor, 2011; Maddux et al., 1985; 

Mills, 2003). A number of early studies concerned themselves with determining whether 

intellect or personal characteristics of teachers are valued more highly, and the findings 

were mixed. Among 459 gifted Israeli students in primary school, for example, Milgram 

(1979) found stronger preferences for teacher intelligence than for creativity or personal-

social characteristics. Amongst 98 gifted American students in high school, Maddux and 

colleagues (1985), instead, found stronger preferences for personal-social characteristics 

rather than cognitive characteristics.  

While both personal and cognitive characteristics of teachers are typically rated 

more important by gifted students than are pedagogical dimensions (Eilam & Vidergor, 

2011; Mills, 2003), research methodologies can also lead to variation in findings. In a large 

cross-cultural study, for example, Vialle and Tischler (2009) examined the perceptions of 

high school students in Australia, Austria, and America with quantitative rating scales and 

qualitative questions. When students were asked to rate on a scale ideal teacher 

characteristics, gifted students in all the three cohorts demonstrated a preference for the 

personal-social characteristics rather than the intellectual characteristics. However, when 

asked to respond to a specific question, ‘What makes an effective teacher?’, these same 

students shifted the focus from personal-social characteristics to pedagogical approaches.  

Whereas Vialle and Tischler (2009) employed scales about ideal characteristics of 

teachers of the gifted to determine student preferences, Gentry et al. (2011) asked gifted 

students to identify and describe exemplary teachers in their schools. Eighteen teachers 

were then interviewed. Four common characteristics emerged: (a) personal knowledge of, 
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and interest in, their students; (b) high expectations for themselves and their students; (c) 

the ability to make content and learning meaningful and relevant, and respect students’ 

choices; and (d) a passion for their students, teaching, and content area. Interestingly, the 

researchers noted that the teachers who were identified as exemplary by their students 

were not necessarily perceived this way by their school leaders. Thus, multiple sources 

(including students’ perceptions) need to be considered when evaluating teacher 

effectiveness. 

Summary. When asked to rate qualities of an effective teacher, gifted students 

report both cognitive and personal characteristics. These characteristics include not just 

intelligence but also attributes like caring and compassion, sense of humour, enthusiasm 

and passion, and respect for students. When asked specifically about what makes an 

effective teacher, however, gifted students instead shift their focus to the pedagogical 

strategies of their teachers. While further empirical studies about gifted students’ 

perceptions of the qualities of effective teachers are needed, it is clear that cognitive 

characteristics, personal characteristics, and pedagogical strategies are all important.  

Conclusion  

There is a paucity of research about gifted students’ perceptions of teachers’ 

differentiated pedagogical strategies, classroom engagement, and the qualities of effective 

teachers of the gifted. The significance of engaging with gifted students’ voices, using 

Fielding’s typology, was highlighted as a valuable resource for improving student 

outcomes, enhancing teaching, and contributing to whole school improvement. 

Notwithstanding this, the very limited number of studies engaging gifted students as “co-

researchers” and co-learners was also noted. Many scholars have provided insights into 

gifted students’ perceptions about their academic needs and motivation, however, the 

researchers have relied heavily on foregrounding gifted students’ perceptions as subjects of 
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their studies. By omitting student voice from the research design and methodology, it is 

possible that the questions asked about differentiation are not those that are of primary 

importance to the gifted students themselves. In this study, I attempt to address this 

methodological gap by engaging gifted students as learning partners and “co-researchers”. 

I discuss this process in Chapter 6 (Method).  

In the next chapter, I review what is known already about principals’ understanding 

of school-wide differentiated learning for gifted learners. 
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CHAPTER 5 

PRINCIPALS’ PERCEPTIONS, UNDERSTANDING, AND   

LEADERSHIP ACTIONS FOR DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING  

OF THE GIFTED 

 I report in Chapter 2 that principals’ learner-centred leadership is important for 

school-wide differentiated learning of gifted learners. To date, however, there is little 

empirical research which considers the principals’ perceptions that underpin these 

leadership actions. These perceptions of giftedness and educating the gifted are critical, as 

beliefs and perceptions ultimately drive actions and facilitate behaviour change. Thus, I 

consider each of these issues in turn. First, I discuss the importance of leadership for 

school-wide differentiated learning of the gifted. Second, I discuss what is known to date 

about principals’ understanding of school-wide differentiation for gifted learners, and 

third, I outline their understanding of specific leadership actions in implementing school-

wide differentiation for gifted learners.  

In the final section of this chapter, I synthesise findings related to teachers’ 

perceptions (Chapter 3), students’ perceptions (Chapter 4), and principals’ perceptions 

(Chapter 5) of differentiated practices for gifted learners. I conclude by identifying 

research questions for the current study, which aims to compare teacher, student, and 

principal perceptions for the first time. 

Leadership for School-wide Differentiated Learning of the Gifted 

In previous chapters, I highlighted the importance of teachers’ and students’ 

perceptions and perspectives of differentiated pedagogical strategies for gifted learners 

(see p. 54, p. 66). Differentiated learning at the whole-school level is more difficult to 

achieve, however. It is not always implemented in schools successfully without effective 

leadership. Research scholars contend that principals play a pivotal role in enacting and 
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sustaining school-wide differentiation. Tomlinson and colleagues (2003), for example, 

assert: 

 
 Research has suggested clearly that, while an argument [for differentiation] may be 

 promising, there is considerable distance to span before the argument translates into 

 pervasive practice. It is the case that, currently, few teachers make significant changes 

 to teaching and learning outcomes in response to learner variance. Research and theory 

 on change in schools indicates that such a scope of change is profoundly difficult, 

 calling for persistent, sustained leadership and support for the change. (p. 135) 

 
Effective school principals ensure that teachers align and differentiate content, 

process, product, and environment to meet the needs of gifted students (Maker, 1982, 

1986; Heacox, 2002); while also offering professional learning opportunities to teachers 

(Dettmer & Landrum, 1998; Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Gubbins et al., 2002; Reis & 

Westberg, 1994). The attitude of leaders themselves is also important. According to 

Tomlinson et al. (2003), principals must commit to reshaping the school culture by 

continually building their understanding of particular student groups and individuals, by 

helping teachers to build their own understanding of how particular students learn, and by 

facilitating teachers’ important role in meeting differentiated needs of gifted learners. In a 

qualitative study, for example, Hertberg-Davis and Brighton (2006) interviewed and 

observed principals at three middle schools. The researchers found that principal support 

played a key role in teachers’ willingness and ability to differentiate learning. Principals 

who were successful in encouraging teachers to differentiate exhibited a desire for change 

and the belief that change is possible. These principals provide critical support and long-

term vision of implementation that teachers require to effectively differentiate learning in 

their classrooms. Thus, the limited research that does exist shows that principals play a 

significant role in leading school-wide differentiation for gifted learners.  
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Principals’ Understanding of School-wide Differentiated Learning  

 School principals’ understanding of differentiated learning for gifted learners is 

essential for implementing effective school-wide differentiation (i.e., across the whole 

school). Principals with a deep understanding of differentiation actively promote teachers’ 

differentiation in classrooms (e.g., Affolder, 2003; Hertberg-Davis & Brighton, 2006). 

They understand the need for school improvement and innovation, and actively engage in 

initiating, implementing, and sustaining the change process. They demonstrate a deep 

understanding of the complexity of change that is needed in schools. Effective principals 

understand that learners differ in their abilities and strengths, and differentiation simply 

takes into account those differences (Tomlinson, 2014a). In this section, I review research 

examining principals’ understanding of differentiation for the gifted. I focus first on 

differentiation in the classroom, and next on processes of whole school change that enable 

differentiation for gifted learners.  

Understanding of differentiation for gifted learners. The review of the literature 

shows a growing body of research related to leadership in special education (e.g., Bays & 

Crockett, 2007; Billingsley, 2005; Christensen, Siegel Robertson, Williamson, & Hunter, 

2013; Wakeman, Browder, Flowers, & Ahlgrim-Delzell, 2006). There is also substantive 

work on leading differentiation for all learners in schools (e.g., Tomlinson & Allan, 2000; 

Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010; Tomlinson & Murphy, 2015). However, there is limited 

research addressing principals’ knowledge and skills in the education of gifted learners.  

As shown in Chapter 1, the limited research that does examine the role of 

leadership in school-wide differentiation shows that principals with deep understanding of 

differentiation for gifted learners are more effective in bringing substantive changes in 

teachers’ practices (Affolder, 2003; Brighton, Hertberg, Callahan, Tomlinson, & Moon, 

2005). In a mixed-method study in nine US middle schools, Brighton and colleagues 
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(2005) found that a principal can have a profound effect upon the willingness of the school 

as a whole to participate in implementing differentiation. In those schools where principals 

actively participated in staff professional learning sessions, were strong advocates of 

differentiation, provided incentives for teachers to undertake professional learning, and 

gave teachers extra planning time to work on differentiation, those teachers were more 

likely to participate in professional learning themselves. The teachers also showed more 

growth in their understanding and implementation of differentiated instruction or 

assessment. While principals’ advocacy was important for teachers to confront their 

existing attitudes and change their practices, however, the researchers noted that few 

principals possessed a deep understanding of differentiation to recognise any 

misinterpretation of differentiation themselves. As a result, most principals were unable to 

provide specific feedback on teachers’ use of differentiation, or guide them to the next 

level of differentiated practice. Those few principals who did possess a deep understanding 

of differentiation were found to be more effective than other principals in engaging 

teachers in a dialogue about their teaching, and providing meaningful feedback; thus 

highlighting the importance of principals’ leadership in implementing school-wide 

differentiation (Brighton et al., 2005). 

In a case study of 12 primary school principals, 26 teachers and a school board 

member in Kansas, USA, Affolder (2003) similarly found that a principal’s knowledge and 

understanding of differentiated learning plays a crucial role in implementing 

differentiation across the school. The researcher interviewed the participants and found 

that the leadership at school and district levels had a common understanding of 

differentiation, used the same vocabulary in describing the innovation, and were aware of 

recent literature and research on effective instruction. In addition, school principals and 

teachers each recognised the importance of time for reflection, collaboration, and planning; 
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resources; and personnel to support the implementation of differentiation. The study also 

revealed that most of the instructional strategies and management tools recommended for 

high ability students were being utilised to meet these students’ needs in inclusive 

classrooms. The study demonstrated that a principal’s role in leading school-wide 

understanding and implementation of differentiated learning is vital.  

While principals’ own knowledge of educating gifted learners and differentiation is 

important (Hertberg-Davis & Brighton, 2006; Tomlinson et al., 2008), the limited research 

conducted to date shows that leadership programs designed for principals often do not 

include any training in the education of gifted learners. For example, McHatton, Boyer, 

Shaunessy, Terry, and Farmer (2010) asked 61 school principals whether their leadership 

preparation programs built the skills and knowledge they needed to effectively work with 

children in gifted programs. The majority (63.9%) of the participants indicated that their 

preparation programs did not contain any courses related to educating gifted learners. At 

the same time, more than three quarters of the participants did not want additional 

professional development in educating the gifted. While the principals did not explain why 

this was the case, the researchers noted that the principals may have felt they could already 

meet the needs of gifted learners without formal training. Consistent with this suggestion, 

more than half of respondents without formal training agreed or strongly agreed that they 

were already well prepared to deal with issues specific to education of the gifted. 

According to McHatton and colleagues (2010), some principals might also be reluctant to 

engage in further training due to their already overwhelming workload. Given that no 

studies to date have compared school principals’ perceptions before and after training in 

educating the gifted, it is not possible to know whether or not these perceptions would 

change as a consequence of training. Notwithstanding some reluctance on the part of some 
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principals, the limited studies that do exist highlight the importance of professional 

learning for principals to gain a deeper understanding of giftedness.  

Understanding processes of whole school change to enable differentiation for 

gifted learners. A lasting organisational transformation requires change in its 

stakeholders’ beliefs and attitudes as well as practices (Fullan, 2001). If practices are 

changed without changing beliefs and attitudes, then the organisation will quickly revert to 

old practices (Fullan, 2001; Schlechty, 1997). While successful school principals must 

understand procedures for implementing differentiation programs in schools, they must 

also demonstrate understanding of whole-school change (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). 

Effective principals understand that they need to develop a school climate and culture that 

fosters strong, integrated services for students across the school, including those who are 

gifted (Lewis, Cruzeiro, & Hall, 2007). While change can be difficult, slow, and uncertain, 

Tomlinson and Allan (2000) suggest that effective principals make differentiation the 

focus of school change, ensure that differentiation is implemented at a systemic level to 

make it meaningful across the whole school, and make certain that differentiated 

instruction by teachers is responsive to student readiness, interest, and learning profile.  At 

the same time, school-wide transformation cannot be shaped by any standard template or 

blueprint for change. The notion of complexity and ambiguity of change is also 

highlighted by Fullan (1991):  

  
Change is difficult because it is riddled with dilemmas, ambivalences and paradoxes. It 

combines steps that seemingly do not go together: to have a clear vision and be open-

minded; to take initiative and empower others; to provide support and pressure; to start 

small and think big; to expect results and be patient and persistent; to have a plan and be 

flexible; to use top-down and bottom-up strategies; to experience uncertainty and 

satisfaction. (p. 350) 
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Given this complexity, principals must understand that the pathway to whole-school 

change for gifted learners may be marked by ambiguity, tension, and challenges (Duke, 

2004; Evans, 1996; Fullan, 2001; Saphier, King, & D’Auria, 2006).  

   Finally, principals must understand how to successfully navigate and implement 

the change process. Although there is a paucity of research about how principals 

implement differentiate school-wide differentiation for gifted learners, I can glean insights 

from leadership literature more generally. Thus, to become effective change leaders (e.g., 

leading the change initiative of school-wide differentiation for gifted learners), principals 

must be resolute in bringing change, motivate their teachers, and build collective capacity 

of teachers to collaborate with one another (Fullan, 2011). Principals must actively 

participate as learners in helping the organisation improve (Fullan, 2011). The principals 

“who do not take the learner stance [italics in original] themselves do not learn from day to 

day, no matter how many years of ‘experience’ they may accumulate” (Fullan, 2016, p. 

134). In their meta-analysis based on principal leadership, Marzano, Waters, and McNulty 

(2005) identified “principal as a change agent” as one of the key responsibilities, and 

found that it had a moderate correlation with student academic achievement (r = .25). 

Successful principals also monitor and evaluate change towards differentiation in schools; 

use multiple data sources and formats; conduct comprehensive qualitative and quantitative 

data analysis; and both privately and publicly use evaluation data for affirmation, 

reorientation, and celebration of differentiated learning for gifted students in schools 

(Tomlinson et al., 2008).   

 Summary. There is limited research about the school principals’ understanding of 

differentiated learning for gifted students. This understanding is crucial for enacting 

school-wide differentiation. However, existing research shows that principals often lack 

the necessary training and preparation for enacting differentiated learning to support 
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teachers and gifted learners in schools. The studies also show that, to a large extent, 

principals do not possess a thorough understanding of leading differentiation for gifted 

learners across the school. Further empirical research is needed to investigate the impact 

on principals of professional learning for enhancing their understanding of educating the 

gifted.  

Principals’ Understanding of Leadership Actions for School-wide Differentiated 

Learning  

Above I note the relative lack of research examining principals’ understanding of 

school-wide differentiation for gifted learners. There is also limited research examining 

principals’ understanding of leadership actions for differentiated learning of gifted students 

in the school setting. However, research literature about leadership for differentiation more 

generally demonstrates the key role that principals play in implementing school-wide 

approaches to bringing change in pedagogy, curriculum, staff development and student 

learning. Effective principals make clear to the school community that change is vitally 

important in today’s classrooms. According to Tomlinson and Allan (2000), change is 

imperative in today’s classrooms if educators are to remain relevant in the ever-changing 

knowledge society, and to effectively develop productive and engaged learners. Effective 

principals form a powerful guiding coalition of teacher leaders based on trust (Bryk & 

Schneider, 2002; Hiebert & Klatt, 2001), develop a shared vision in concert with the 

school community (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000; Zepeda, 2013), and communicate the 

change vision to all stakeholders (Marzano et al., 2005; Tomlinson et al., 2008). Effective 

principals also enable student voice (Mitra, 2007; Gentile, 2014), foster collective capacity 

and effectiveness of teachers (Danielson, 2006; Fullan, 2006; Robinson, 2011; Sykes, 

1999; Tomlinson et al., 2008), empower teachers to act on the vision for change, and 

eliminate obstacles to change (Kotter, 1996; Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). Successful 
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principals plan for, and generate, short-term wins (Kotter, 1996, 1998); consolidate 

improvements and produce more change (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000); and embed new 

practices into the school culture (Fullan, 2006; Kotter, 1995). Notwithstanding the paucity 

of research about leadership for differentiated learning of the gifted, the importance of 

principals having an understanding of leadership actions more generally for school-wide 

differentiation in the classroom is presented below:  

 Establish change as an imperative. Effective school principals have the 

knowledge and awareness of current practices in the school and use this situational 

awareness to establish that change is imperative in today’s classrooms (Tomlinson & 

Allan, 2000). Effective school principals identify viable reason for change, generate 

dissatisfaction with the status quo, eliminate complacency, and make explicit connections 

with high student achievement outcomes (e.g., Fullan, 2014). Thus, it can be inferred that 

for leading the change initiative, that is, differentiated high performance learning for the 

gifted in schools, effective principals ensure they establish the shared need for school-wide 

differentiation for the education of gifted learners.  They understand that innovation or 

change is not the goal, but a means to a broader end (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000), that is, 

maximising individual capacities of gifted learners and achieving high performance 

outcomes.  

Form a powerful guiding coalition. Effective principals understand that a strong 

guiding group of teacher leaders is needed—one with the right composition, level of trust, 

and shared goals—to propel change in schools. Kotter (1996) notes that four key 

characteristics are essential for building effective guiding coalitions: having enough key 

players on board; ensuring the members have the required expertise so that informed, 

intelligent decisions are made; building credibility by having enough people with good 

reputations; and including enough proven leaders in the group to be able to drive the 
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change process. Both management and leadership skills are needed in the development of 

a guiding coalition (Kotter, 1996). These skills must work in harmony, teamwork style. 

For example, a school principal might keep the whole process of differentiation for the 

gifted operational by using management skills, while she or he might lead the change 

process by deploying leadership skills. Effective principals understand that building a 

powerful guiding coalition requires a team based on trust and a common goal (Bryk & 

Schneider, 2002).  

 Develop a shared vision. Successful principals recognise that transformational 

change rests on the meaningfulness and communication of the school’s vision—a 

compelling picture of the future that is relatively easy to communicate. Effective principals 

understand the importance of clarity of vision which they share with their colleagues 

(Fullan, Cuttress, & Kilcher, 2005). Principals need to develop a clear, justifiable, and 

compelling vision for school-wide differentiation (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000) that, for 

example, explicitly connects this vision with high performance outcomes of gifted 

learners. Further, more than one leader needs to embrace the vision, and a principal at the 

pinnacle of influence in the school has a great opportunity “to inspire and focus others with 

a carefully conceived and thoughtfully articulated vision” (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000, p. 

52). Thus, an effective principal ensures that teachers understand, for example, the effects 

and benefits of school-wide differentiation for gifted learners. 

 Communicate the change vision. Effective principals also recognise that the time 

and energy required for effective vision communication are directly related to the clarity 

and simplicity of the message. Focused, jargon-free information can be communicated to 

large groups of people easily and effectively. Effective communication about 

differentiation needs to be directed to the entire school community, not just teachers and 

students (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). When communicating with parents and the wider 
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community, the principals and other school leaders could help them understand how using 

the differentiated approach to learning could serve their children’s individual needs better. 

Thus, successful principals ensure, for example, that they communicate with the whole 

school community regularly through formal and informal channels about the advantages of 

school-wide approaches to differentiation for gifted learners. These communiqués could 

take many different forms such as differentiated assignments, parent conferences, and use 

of annual reports containing information in plain English about how differentiated learning 

has led to student growth (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000).  

Enable student voice. There is a paucity of research about the principal’s role in 

enabling student voice, particularly gifted students’ voices. According to Mitra (2007), 

student voice initiatives in schools thrive when the school leader believes in the efficacy of 

student voice and encourages embedding student voice in school-wide learning. However, 

many barriers remain at school and system level in providing opportunities for student 

voice. Gentile (2014) examined eight high school principals’ perceptions of the concept of 

student voice and its role in transforming pedagogy. The principals reported that often 

their “best” teachers did not regularly engage with student voice in their practices. Barriers 

to student voice included accountability requirements (e.g., focus on content coverage so 

that students are successful in standardised tests), fear of vulnerability, and difficulty 

shifting traditional role of students and teachers. The principals identified the need for 

additional training for engaging with student voice. Further investigation is needed into the 

impact of principals’ leadership actions for enabling gifted students’ voices in schools so 

that teachers and students can work together as learning partners. 

Foster collective capacity of staff. Successful school principals recognise the 

importance of organising, and participating in, effective professional learning for teachers 

that is focused on the learning needs of students (Danielson, 2006; Leithwood & Seashore 
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Louis, 2012; Robinson et al., 2008). Professional learning that is centred on student 

learning impels teachers to own responsibility for the success of each student (Robinson, 

2011; Schmoker, 2006; Taylor, Baskerville, Bruder, Bennett, & Schulte, 2006), and 

engages them to support and motivate student learning (Fullan, 2006). Successful 

principals understand that effective teacher professional learning is embedded in practice, 

is aligned to clear and specific goals for gifted students’ learning, and is focused on high-

quality curriculum and instruction as the starting point for meaningful differentiation. The 

principals ensure that teachers understand the characteristics of high-quality curriculum 

and instruction such as developing essential understandings and skills of the disciplines, 

providing choices, connecting with students’ lives and the real world, and involving 

students in setting goals for their learning and assessing progress towards their goals 

(Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). Effective principals participate as lead learners with teachers 

and encourage teachers to engage in professional learning which is research-based and 

data-informed, is organised around collaborative problem solving, and is ongoing and 

supported (Fullan, 2016; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013; Robinson, 2011; Tomlinson et al., 

2008; Tomlinson & Allan, 2000; Wood & Peterson, 2015). Thus, it can be inferred from 

these studies more generally that effective principals recognise the importance of 

providing regular opportunities for quality professional learning to their teachers for 

educating gifted learners.  

 Empower staff to act on the vision and eliminate obstacles to change. Effective 

principals also understand that building grassroots support for differentiated learning in 

schools is important for success (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). Clear articulation of the 

concept of differentiation and the provision of teacher support bring “enormous relief to 

reduce the isolation of teaching by having located soulmates” and build most vocal early 

supporters (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000, p. 52). Honest interaction with opponents about 
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planning for differentiation is critical. As shown in Chapter 2, negative perceptions and 

attitudes of teachers towards the education of gifted learners need to be addressed by 

effective principals. Listening deeply to the apprehensions of individuals and groups can 

help principals plan for success; and in the process, the principals develop “a sense of trust 

among teachers, parents, and community members” that their voices are being valued, and 

their opinions are being heard and considered when there is disagreement (Tomlinson & 

Allan, 2000, p. 53).  

Plan for, and generate, short-term wins. Moreover, successful principals 

recognise that progress with major change efforts generally takes substantial time. This can 

lead to disappointment, possible loss of momentum, and a drop in urgency levels (Lick, 

Clauset, & Murphy, 2013). Successful principals provide support to teachers in a range of 

tangible ways, for example, providing remuneration for beyond-school hours spent in 

professional learning, release time for development of differentiated units of learning, and 

tuition reimbursement for related coursework (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). Effective 

leaders thank, appreciate, recognise and celebrate accomplishments. They realise that 

short-term performance improvements help build momentum (Kotter, 1996; Tomlinson et 

al., 2008). Effective principals appreciate that this momentum is crucial, the energy needed 

to complete the process of change vision (e.g., school-wide differentiation for gifted 

learners).  

Consolidate improvements and produce more change. Effective principals also 

understand that even with the best of efforts, major school-wide change may take several 

years to be fully accomplished. An effective leader ensures that the team continues to 

consolidate achievements of the organisation while moving on to new pathways. 

According to Tomlinson and Allan (2000), to maximise the shared efforts of teachers for 

effective differentiation, principals ensure large blocks of time for direct collaboration 
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among teachers; encourage teachers to develop in-depth partnerships in a given year rather 

than engage in isolated, short interactions; and change the notion of “ownership” of certain 

students to a sense of shared responsibility for all students. Thus, it can be inferred from 

Tomlinson and Allan’s research that successful principals help teachers understand that 

developing a mindset for collaborative learning can foster collective efficacy and effective 

differentiated classrooms for gifted learners.  

Embed new practices into the culture. Finally, effective principals recognise that 

developing cultures of learning is a powerful driver for change in schools and establishing 

conditions for success (Fullan, 2006). Building such cultures involves a whole set of 

strategies designed so that people can learn from one another (knowledge dimension), and 

become collectively committed to the change process (affective dimension). Fullan (2006) 

identifies two strategies for learning from one another: developing learning communities at 

local, school, and community levels; and learning from other schools in the region and 

beyond for lateral capacity building. Successful change involves learning during 

implementation (Fullan, 2013). For example, teachers and principals can collaboratively 

gain further insights about effective provisions for gifted learners when they are further 

along in implementing school-wide differentiation.  Successful principals understand that 

to anchor differentiated learning in the school culture, they must ensure “continuation of 

systemic growth toward differentiation” (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000, p. 87). Tomlinson and 

Allan (2000) identify four areas of continued systemic growth towards differentiation. 

These areas are: (a) employing teachers who are open to differentiation as a teaching 

philosophy, (b) providing teachers with a curriculum that supports differentiation, (c) 

providing teachers with support for their growth in differentiation, and (d) encouraging 

changes in classroom instruction by examining student learning outcomes.  
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 Summary. Investigation of relevant literature revealed a paucity of research into 

school leaders’ understanding of leadership actions for differentiated learning of gifted 

students in schools. Nonetheless, the literature about leadership for implementing change 

in schools highlights significant implications for principals who can play a critical role in 

developing school-wide approaches to differentiated learning for the gifted, having a deep 

understanding of pedagogy, curriculum, and assessment for the gifted as “lead learners”; 

developing collective capacity of teachers and students in schools; fostering learner-

centred approaches to teaching and learning for the gifted; and embedding new practices of 

differentiated learning into the school culture.  

Conclusion 

 For principals to successfully implement and sustain differentiated learning 

programs in schools, they must have a deep understanding of the principles and processes 

of differentiation for gifted learners. They must also possess leadership skills to lead the 

change process. As noted in Chapter 3, teachers’ attitudes towards gifted students and their 

education can be positively influenced by effective leadership of principals who can create 

conditions for targeted professional learning, knowledge of giftedness, and regular contact 

with gifted learners. However, there is an acute paucity of research that examines 

leadership for differentiated learning of the gifted. While leadership research identifies 

several key actions that principals can take to promote differentiation more generally, it is 

unclear whether these actions are undertaken with regards to differentiation for the gifted 

specifically. As the studies have shown, the principals’ lack of professional learning in 

educating the gifted and a lack of understanding of giftedness may hamper the 

implementation of school-wide differentiation, or the principals may not see these actions 

as relevant and significant. In this study, principals’ perceptions of differentiated learning 

are investigated, and compared with those of teachers and gifted learners.  
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Synthesis: Comparing Teachers’, Students’, and Principals’ Perceptions  

In reviewing teachers’ (Chapter 3), gifted students’ (Chapter 4), and principals’ 

(Chapter 5) perceptions of giftedness and of gifted education, it becomes clear that there 

are several gaps in our current knowledge. Specifically, while we know more about how 

teachers perceive gifted learners and the education of the gifted, there is a paucity of 

research about the principals’ and gifted students’ perceptions. This means that we do not 

currently know how the perceptions of teachers align with those of their students. Do 

students perceive the same pedagogical strategies as their teachers? Do they detect when 

their teachers do not hold positive views towards gifted learners? We also do not know 

how the perceptions of teachers and their principals about differentiated practices in 

schools align. Existing research shows that principals sometimes lack the necessary 

training and preparation for leading school-wide differentiated learning for the gifted, but 

not how the principals’ perceptions might influence those of teachers. Where principals are 

motivated to implement change for gifted learners at a whole-school level, their leadership 

actions may be undertaken on the basis that teachers share the same basic understandings 

of giftedness and the same pedagogical goals as themselves. This may not be the case, 

however. Moreover, there is limited research about principals’ leadership actions for 

implementing school-wide differentiation for gifted learners.  

While more research has been conducted into teachers’ attitudes towards gifted 

learners and differentiation, we also note that findings are mixed. Some studies find 

positive attitudes towards gifted learners and a desire to implement differentiation for the 

gifted, some find negative attitudes, and some find ambiguous attitudes. This is 

particularly the case for teachers who have misgivings about the social consequences of 

specific differentiation strategies, and may therefore have positive attitudes towards gifted 
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learners themselves but also a reluctance to differentiate for those learners. It is currently 

unclear what drives these differences in perspective.  

Finally, we note that research to date has been conducted from the perspectives of 

researchers and teachers. There is a paucity of research about gifted students’ perceptions 

of teachers’ differentiated pedagogical strategies, classroom engagement, and the qualities 

of effective teachers of the gifted. Furthermore, no studies in this area have previously 

offered gifted students themselves the opportunity to contribute to the research as “co-

researchers”. When determining the optimal ways to lead differentiated learning for the 

gifted, a learner-centered approach that considers the perspectives of students themselves 

is important.  

The Current Study and Research Questions  

The overarching aim of this study was to investigate teachers’, students’, and 

principals’ attitudes towards giftedness and their perceptions of differentiated learning 

pedagogies for gifted learners (see Chapter 1). By administering the same survey to 

teachers and principals, and similar items to students, it was possible to directly compare 

and contrast the perceptions of each group of participants simultaneously. In conducting 

the study, a learner-centred philosophy was also adopted. Gifted students were invited to 

participate as “co-researchers” and collaborate with me in developing a student survey and 

interview questions to probe the qualities of an effective teacher. Finally, principals’ 

perceived understanding of, and leadership actions for, school-wide differentiation were 

investigated. Across a series of four case-study interviews, exemplary principals were 

asked to share their insights about how to initiate, lead, and sustain school-wide 

differentiated learning: thus highlighting pathways to effective differentiation for gifted 

learners. Four research questions were posed: 
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1. (a) Were teachers’ attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners influenced by 

their background and experience (i.e., school type, position of responsibility in 

GATE, professional learning in GATE, qualifications in GATE, and years of 

teaching experience)? 

(b) Were teachers’ perceptions of their own differentiated pedagogical strategies 

for gifted learners influenced by their background and experience (i.e., school type, 

position of responsibility in GATE, professional learning in GATE, qualifications 

in GATE, and years of teaching experience)? 

2. What were students’ perceptions of teachers’ differentiated pedagogical strategies, 

and their perspectives of classroom engagement and the qualities of an effective 

teacher? How did students’ perceptions compare with those of teachers?  

3. What were the similarities and differences in the perceptions of principals and 

teachers about the use of differentiated pedagogical strategies in schools? 

4. What were the principals’ perceptions about school-wide differentiation for gifted 

students? Specifically, (a) What was the principals’ perceived understanding of 

differentiated learning for gifted students? and (b) What was the principals’ 

understanding of their self-reported leadership actions in implementing and 

sustaining school-wide differentiated learning for gifted students?  
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CHAPTER 6 

METHOD 

 To successfully answer the research questions posed in the current study, a mixed-

method explanatory sequential design (Creswell, 2009) was used. This design, also called 

a two-phase model (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), is characterised by the collection and 

analysis of quantitative data in the first phase of research, and is followed by the collection 

and analysis of the qualitative results in the second phase.  

In Phase 1, the quantitative phase, three online surveys were administered to 

teachers, principals, and students respectively to assess their attitudes and perceptions 

towards gifted learners and the education of the gifted. The survey data were then reduced 

into manageable concepts using principal axis factoring and confirmatory factor analyses. 

A series of one-way ANOVAs were used to determine whether teachers’ attitudes differed 

according to their experience, qualifications, and training in gifted and talented education 

(GATE). Further, using the three quantitative surveys, teachers’ (n = 867), students’ (n = 

802), and principals’ (n = 120) perceptions of differentiated teaching and learning 

practices were compared.  

To enable and promote student voice, gifted students were invited to participate as 

“co-researchers” by developing and disseminating the student surveys amongst their peers. 

The gifted students also developed and conducted supplementary interviews with teachers 

about their perceptions of differentiated practices, and their perspectives of classroom 

engagement and the qualities of an effective teacher. By participating in the development 

of the survey and interview protocols, gifted students were offered the opportunity to 

shape research design and to discuss issues of most relevance to students themselves (e.g., 

the provision of choice, challenge, and opportunities for flexible grouping).  
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In the second phase of the study, four exemplary principals were interviewed to 

investigate their understanding of differentiated learning together with their own 

leadership actions for implementing school-wide differentiation. A thematic analysis of 

principals’ interview data was conducted to further examine and explain the quantitative 

results (e.g., a lack of congruence in perceptions between principals and teachers), and 

investigate the principals’ understanding and self-reported leadership actions for school-

wide differentiation. This phase was guided by the interpretivist paradigm (Rossman & 

Rallis, 2011), and the goal was to generate a “thick description” of the participants’ 

worldviews (i.e., an interpretive rather than a descriptive focus). The goal was to identify 

specific leadership actions for school-wide differentiation for gifted learners (e.g., 

developing a shared vision, building collective capacity of teachers, and modelling as 

“lead learners”), as well as to gain additional insights into why any differences in the 

perceptions of teachers, students, and principals might occur.  

In the first section of this chapter, I present an overview of the broader educational 

context in which the study occurs. While the literature surveyed across Chapters 2-5 is 

international, with findings largely consistent across different jurisdictions and school 

systems (unless otherwise stated), individual context may, nonetheless, shape leading 

differentiated learning of gifted students. In particular, targeted focus on teacher education 

in GATE, regulatory expectations of teachers and principals in leading high performance, 

and the degree of flexibility offered for leadership actions in an individual context (such as 

the educational context in this study) can shape and enhance the opportunities for 

differentiation that are offered to gifted learners, either within mainstream classes or in 

selective settings. In the second section, I present the Phase 1 participants, materials and 

procedure. This section includes a description of factor analysis which was used to reduce 

the quantitative Phase 1 data into a manageable number of concepts for analysis. Special 
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attention is given to the inclusion of gifted students as “co-researchers”. In the third 

section, I present the Phase 2 participants, materials and procedure. The use of content 

analysis to identify themes emerging in the qualitative interview data is also outlined in 

this section.  

The Broader Educational Context  

In Australia, schooling is largely the responsibility of state governments rather than 

the federal government. This may partly explain why there is still no national policy of 

educating gifted learners (Vialle & Rogers, 2009). The approaches to educating the gifted, 

therefore, vary across school systems and among individual schools. This thesis was based 

in the State of New South Wales (NSW), and examined provisions for gifted learners in 

that state. In NSW and across other states in Australia, the provisions for gifted learners 

range from entry into selective high schools and primary schools (with Opportunity 

Classes), to special classes for the gifted or differentiation within regular classroom 

setting. The curricular provisions include differing combinations of acceleration, 

enrichment, and extension (Vialle & Rogers, 2009).  

Research has shown that a coordinated, system-wide, sustainable approach based 

on a shared vision is needed for high achievement outcomes of gifted learners (Jarvis & 

Henderson, 2014; NSW Department of Education and Communities, 2012). Mehan, 

Datnow, and Hubbard (2003) have, however, found that the school reforms often do not 

succeed due to the initial absence of staff buy-in, lack of ownership among teachers, lack 

of flexibility in the face of changing regional and state policies, and a failure to ensure that 

the interests of those responsible for implementing the reform—teachers—are kept at the 

forefront in measuring success. Further investigation is needed about how school leaders 

align the practices and procedures for educating the gifted at both individual teachers and 

broader systems level.  
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An exploration of the extent to which policy and practice in the education of gifted 

learners are congruent with each other offers some insight into the disengagement and 

underachievement of many gifted learners. In New South Wales, the revised Gifted and 

Talented Policy (2006) states that the school principals have the prime responsibility for 

implementing the gifted and talented education policy. In particular, as part of the NSW 

Government policy, it is a requirement for the principals to ensure that teachers identify 

gifted and talented students, including gifted underachievers and those with disabilities, 

and select and implement a variety of teaching strategies for inclusion of gifted students in 

their classes. According to the policy, the schools have a responsibility to coordinate 

school provisions for gifted students through the establishment of a GATE committee 

along with a GATE coordinator to devise school policy, develop and evaluate programs 

(that include acceleration, enrichment, grouping and counselling options), and contribute 

to the professional learning of principals, teachers, and other appropriate personnel.   

Notwithstanding this revised policy, Australian research has identified many 

factors that mitigate against the comprehensive implementation of education for gifted 

learners in Australian schools (Forster, 2005). These factors include lack of knowledge of 

the policy and what is required by it, lack of professional capability of teachers, lack of 

motivation or incentives, and problems in the policy statement itself. In a previous study 

by Forster (1991), which investigated the relationship between policy and practice for 

educating the gifted in the New South Wales government school system, the majority of 

teachers in the study had not read the policy statement, policy support documents, resource 

materials; or undertaken any professional learning in education of the gifted. In addition, 

the schools had not developed a whole-school policy to better enable individual teachers to 

engage with gifted learners.  In a further study in eight primary and secondary government 

schools in the Sydney metropolitan area, Forster (1991) reported that individual, 
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unsystematic and ad hoc efforts without the involvement of the whole-school 

implementation led to inconsistent interpretation and enactment of the policy and programs 

for gifted learners.  

Teachers’ attitudes and perceptions about educating gifted learners also influence 

teachers’ commitment to differentiated learning of students. Carrington and Bailey (2000) 

examined the attitudes of 953 primary preservice teachers and 528 secondary preservice 

teachers from five New South Wales universities in Australia. The researchers asked the 

pre-service teachers to rank a range of hypothetical gifted children based on their 

desirability as potential students by taking into account the interaction of ability, gender, 

and effort. Both elementary and secondary pre-service teachers rated studious gifted 

students lowest on a scale of whom they wanted to teach.  The children rated highest by 

elementary pre-service teachers were children of average ability who were not studious, 

and similarly those rated highest by secondary pre-service teachers were students who did 

not apply themselves too diligently. Carrington and Bailey (2000) pointed out that “gifted 

education should permeate the whole pre-service program as well as being the focus of 

specific courses” (p. 21). They noted that the lack of adequate preparation of teachers in 

meeting the needs of gifted learners could be instrumental in the prevalent attitudes among 

pre-service teachers towards gifted and talented students. There is, however, a paucity of 

research about the principals’ and gifted students’ perspectives of teachers’ perceptions 

and differentiated pedagogical practices. There is also a paucity of research about 

comparing the attitudes and perceptions of teachers, school principals, and gifted students. 

 While educational provisions for gifted students exist in Australia (e.g., Grade 5 

and 6 Opportunity Classes and Selective High Schools in the State of New South Wales; 

and Select Entry Accelerated Learning [SEAL] Program in the State of Victoria), the 

majority of Australian schools do not provide special classes for them (Braggett & 
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Moltzen, 2000; Taylor & Milton, 2006). Therefore, it is vital that all teachers have the 

required knowledge, skills, and experience in meeting gifted learners’ needs, readiness, 

and learning preferences. However, researchers have shown that teachers lack adequate 

training for identifying and meeting the needs of gifted students; and educational courses 

in the education of gifted students at the university level continue to be insufficient 

(Fraser-Seeto, Howard, & Woodcock, 2015; Hudson, Hudson, Lewis, & Watters, 2010; 

Taylor & Milton, 2006; Troxclair, 2013). The continued lack of teachers’ adequate training 

prevails despite the formal recognition of the importance of teachers in educating the 

gifted (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 2008), 

the recommendations by previous senate inquiries (Parliament of the Commonwealth of 

Australia, 2001), and the implementation of measures to support teachers in the education 

of gifted learners (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004a, 2004b, 2004c, 

2004d, 2004e, 2006). In addition, the Australian Federal Government, in consultation with 

the NSW Department of Education and Training, developed and distributed a 

comprehensive professional development package for teachers (Australian Government 

Department of Education and Training, n.d.). Yet, despite teachers having continued 

access to this flexible professional learning provision, researchers have found little 

evidence of the use of the support package in schools due to a lack of knowledge and lack 

of ongoing support for implementing this learning resource (Fraser-Seeto et al., 2015). 

 This study was conducted in government schools in Sydney, New South Wales 

(NSW), Australia. The three main education providers in NSW are the State Government 

(67%), Catholic Education (18%) and the Independent schools sector (15%). Government 

schools are often called state schools or public schools. Non-government schools are 

usually called private schools. The NSW Government Schools system is the largest 

education network in Australia. There are over 2,000 primary and secondary high schools 
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in State of New South Wales (NSW) with about 750,000 students enrolled in the schools 

(K. Rickard, NSW Department of Education and Communities Centre for Education 

Statistics and Evaluation, personal communication, 5 March 2015). Children in NSW have 

13 years of schooling—seven years in primary school, beginning in kindergarten at age 4 

or 5 and progressing from Years 1 to 6, and six years in secondary school from Years 7 to 

12.  

Selective high schools and Opportunity Classes for Year 5 and 6 in NSW cater for 

highly achieving academically gifted students who may otherwise be without classmates at 

their own academic and social level (http://www.schools.nsw.edu.au/). These schools help 

gifted and talented students to learn by grouping them with other gifted and talented 

students, teaching them in specialised ways, and providing educational materials at the 

appropriate level. For Year 7 selective high school entry, students are considered on 

academic merit. Academic merit is decided mainly by combining the results of the primary 

school assessments in English and mathematics, and the Selective High School Placement 

Test. The Selective High School Placement Test consists of reading, writing, mathematics 

and general ability components (http://www.schools.nsw.edu.au/). For Years 8 to 12 

selective high school entry, students are considered on academic merit using criteria 

determined by the selection committee for each school. These criteria can include internal 

or external testing, careful evaluation of academic competition results and interviews. The 

procedure for Year 5 opportunity class entry closely resembles that applicable to Year 7 

selective high school entry. The relevant test is called the Opportunity Class Placement 

Test and contains test items in reading, mathematics and general ability. 

The participants in this study were recruited from government schools in the 

Northern Sydney Region of New South Wales. Prior to reorganisation of regions in 2013, 

the Northern Sydney Region was one of the ten administrative regions in NSW. In 2012, 
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the Northern Sydney Region included approximately 5,000 teachers in 163 schools. The 

range of public schools included primary schools with Opportunity Classes (OC), primary 

schools without Opportunity Classes, non-selective high schools, selective high schools, 

and schools for specific purposes (e.g., two environmental education centres, two intensive 

language schools, and a hospital school). In 2012, more than 90,000 students were enrolled 

in NSW public schools. The students attended 117 primary schools (10 with Opportunity 

Classes), 37 secondary schools (seven selective), and 9 schools for specific purposes. In 

the Northern Sydney Region schools, the student enrolments included 12.8% of NSW 

primary students and 10.9% of NSW secondary students.  

The participants in this study were drawn from 83 non-OC primary schools, 7 OC 

primary schools, 21 non-selective secondary schools, and 6 selective secondary schools in 

the Northern Sydney Region. The Region had a relatively high socio-economic profile 

compared to the State of NSW as measured in the Index of Community Socio-educational 

Advantage (ICSEA). The ICSEA values for individual schools in the Northern Sydney 

Region ranged between 1000 and 1201, compared to the ICSEA values for schools in 

NSW that ranged between 601 and 1218. The Northern Sydney Region also had the 

highest levels of academic achievement in NSW in the national assessment program 

known as NAPLAN (National Assessment Program—Literacy and Numeracy) for Years 

3, 5, 7, and 9 (NSW Department of Education and Communities, 2012); and the NSW 

Board of Studies’ Year 12 examination, Higher School Certificate (HSC) results.  

Phase 1: Quantitative Surveys and Supplementary Student-Teacher Interviews  

Participants. The participants in Phase 1 of this study comprised three groups: 

teachers, principals, and students. Teachers and principals in 163 government schools in 

the Northern Sydney Region of NSW were invited to participate anonymously in online 

surveys. The respondents included 867 teachers (460 primary and 407 secondary teachers) 
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and 120 principals (92 primary and 28 secondary principals), as shown in Table 6.1. The 

participants represented 72% of teachers and 74% of principals in the Northern Sydney 

Region. The high participation rates for the Phase 1 surveys may be attributed to three 

reasons. First, there was a culture of supporting research in the Region, and the strong 

leadership support of the Regional Director and School Education Directors might have 

encouraged principals and teachers in all 163 schools in the Region to participate in the 

surveys. Second, the high performance culture in Northern Sydney schools, as reported 

above, might also have led to higher participation results. Third, the school principals’ 

general support for gifted education might have further ensured high participation rates for 

the surveys. All participants were invited to participate in the study, and their consent was 

sought to use the data for research purposes. The participants signed the consent forms. 

The participants were assured that all information will be kept confidential and 

anonymous. 

Students from four schools were also invited to participate in the online student 

survey. These schools were purposively selected to represent both comprehensive and 

selective school settings in primary and secondary schools. They, therefore, included one 

primary school without Opportunity Classes (Years 5 and 6), one primary school with 

Opportunity Classes (Years 5 and 6), one non-selective girls’ high school (Years 11-12), 

and one selective boys’ high school (Years 7-10), as shown in Table 6.1. Respondents 

included 802 students from four schools, representing a 73% response rate.  
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Table 6.1 

Number of Participants in Northern Sydney Region (NSR) Government Schools 

School Type  Total 
Number of 

Schools  
in NSR

 Number of Participants 
 

 Teachers* Principals* Students 

Primary without 
Opportunity 
Classes 
 

 

 

107  387 84 42 

Primary with 
Opportunity 
Classes 
 

 

 

10  73 8 182 

Non-selective 
Secondary  
 

 

 

30  276 22 222 

Selective 
Secondary 

 

 

7  131 6 356 

Schools for 
Specific Purposes  

 

 

9  - - - 

Total   163  867 120 802 

Note. *All principals and teachers in 163 NSR government schools were invited to participate in the identical 

principal and teacher online survey, including schools for specific purposes.  

 

Finally, the principals of four schools were asked to nominate gifted students to 

participate in this study as “co-researchers”. The principals nominated 38 gifted students 

(18 students from two primary schools, and 20 students from two secondary schools) on 

the basis of their excellent leadership, academic, and interpersonal skills. Across the four 

schools, the group sizes ranged from 8 to 11 students. Working in these groups, the gifted 

student “co-researchers” and I collaborated to modify and disseminate the student survey, 

and develop interview questions. The gifted student “co-researchers” each then 

independently interviewed their own teachers, hand-recorded their teachers’ responses, and 

gave the teachers’ responses to their principals. Finally, the hand-written transcripts were 

scanned and emailed to me by the principals for further analysis. Engaging gifted students 
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as “co-researchers” at a methodological level is a contribution to the field of gifted 

education.  

Materials and Procedure. Phase 1 included a teacher survey, a principal survey, 

and a student survey, with each survey asking participants to provide their perceptions of 

giftedness and of differentiation for the gifted. It also included a supplementary student-

teacher interview, developed in partnership with student co-researchers.  

Teacher survey. The teacher survey contained a total of 59 questions in four 

sections (see Appendix B for full survey). The participants were asked about their own 

background in GATE (Section A), their perceptions and attitudes towards gifted students 

(Section B), their differentiated learning practices (Section C), and school-wide 

approaches to differentiation (Section D). Teachers in all 163 schools in the Northern 

Sydney Region were sent an email inviting them to participate in the survey, with a link to 

the online survey itself. Teachers from 117 schools responded to the electronic survey. 

Teachers’ background in GATE. Seven questions were asked to capture 

background and demographic information including the type of school the participants 

currently teach in, their position of responsibility in GATE, their participation in 

professional learning activities related to GATE, qualifications in GATE, and their years 

of teaching experience. The questions were of yes/no and short-answer format, and 

contained both quantitative and qualitative questions. Participants were also asked about 

the number of years they had taught in the current school.  

Teachers’ perceptions and attitudes. Teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards 

gifted students were assessed with a newly developed scale, Perceptions and Attitudes 

towards Gifted and Talented Students (PAT_GATS) which was modified from Gagné and 

Nadeau’s Attitude Scale (Gagné & Nadeau, 1985; Gagné, 1991). The teachers were asked 

to respond to 12 questions about their attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners in 
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the questionnaire by using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 

agree). 

The original scale by Gagné and Nadeau (1991) contained 34 items and comprised 

six subscales (derived from factor analysis). In this study, 11 items from five subscales in 

the original scale were used. These included: needs and support, resistance towards 

differentiation, rejection, ability grouping, and school acceleration. Items from the “social 

value” subscale in the original scale were not included as this study was focused on 

educational programs and pedagogical approaches related to differentiated learning of the 

gifted. Items 28 (“resistance towards differentiation” subscale) and 29 (“school 

acceleration” subscale) from the Gagné-Nadeau Attitude Scale (1991) were modified to 

add greater clarity to the statements or to use more common Australian terminology. In 

addition to 11 items modified from the scale, a twelfth item (19) was added to provide a 

“counter” view to the original item 20 (“ability grouping” subscale). All modifications are 

detailed in Table 6.2.   
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Table 6.2 

Modifications made to the Gagné-Nadeau Attitude Scale 

 Item in the Gagné-Nadeau 

Attitude Scale 

New or modified item in study 

survey* 

Reason for addition or 

modification  

28. Gifted children might become 

vain or egotistical if they are 

given special attention.  

15. Gifted children might 

become elitist if they are given 

special attention. 

  

More common Australian 

terminology. 

29. When skipping a grade, 

gifted students miss important 

ideas (they have “holes” in their 

knowledge).  

16. When skipping a grade, 

gifted students miss key concepts 

and ideas leading to gaps in their 

knowledge. 

 

Changed the phrase, “important 

ideas” to “key concepts and 

ideas”, and the word “holes” to 

“gaps”, for greater clarity.  

20. Gifted children should be left 

in regular classes since they serve 

as intellectual stimulant to the 

other children.  

19. Ability grouping provides an 

effective method to provide 

instruction to students of 

different ability or skills levels.  

Added a generalised statement to 

provide a “counter” view to item 

20 in the Gagné-Nadeau Attitude 

Scale.  

 
Note. *See Appendix B. 
 

Once the twelve items were determined, a principal axis factoring analysis with a 

Promax rotation (Norman & Streiner, 2008) was performed using the PAT_GATS scale. 

This exploratory factor analysis confirmed the existence of three underlying factors with 

eigenvalues exceeding 1 (Kaiser, 1960) (see Appendix C for scree plot). The two items, 

“often bored in school” (.073) and “waste time in regular classes” (.091), had the lowest 

loadings and did not load strongly on any factor. The two items were removed from the 

scale and a new three-factor solution with 10 items was re-assessed. This three-factor 

solution explained 52.5% of the variance with Factor 1 contributing 26.4%, Factor 2 

contributing 14.2%, and Factor 3 contributing 11.9%. As it accounted for at least 50% of 

the variance explained (see Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013), this new three factor solution was 

retained. Table 6.3 shows the pattern matrix and item loadings in each factor.  
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Table 6.3 

Principal Axis Analysis with Promax Rotated Factor Loadings for Teacher Attitudes 

Questionnaire Items  

Factor/Item Factor loadings    
 1 2 3  h2 

Factor 1: General perceptions       

*5. Become elitist if given special attention .695 -.001 .072  .531 

*3. Special programs create elitism .616 .034 .078  .445 

*4. Leave in regular classes to stimulate others  .479 .170 -.024  .309 

*8. Identified as gifted—difficulty making friends .407 -.292 -.061  .150 

Factor 2: Pedagogical provisions       

10. Need special attention to develop talents  -.105 .620 .157  .395 

2. Allocate to special classes -.080 .441 -.012  .218 

1. Offer special provisions .245 .351 -.161  .237 

9. Ability grouping .258 .345 -.049  .173 

Factor 3: Acceleration       

*6. Skipping a grade leads to knowledge gaps  .117 -.106 .727  .589 

7. Allow skipping a grade  -.060 .117 .519  .278 
 
Note. Boldface indicates highest factor loadings. h2 = Communality. * Items that were reverse scored prior to 
analysis.  n = 867. 
 

 Once the principal axis factor analysis had been completed, the construct validity 

of the PAT_GATS measure was further assessed using a confirmatory factor analysis 

(CFA) of the 10 items of the survey. A three-factor model of general perceptions, 

pedagogical provisions, and acceleration was hypothesised (see Appendix D for CFA 

model). Items were specified to load on each latent factor, as reflected in Table 6.3. The 

initial model did not fit the data well (Chi-square = 217.959 (32, N = 867), p < .001; CFI = 

.848; TLI = .787; IFI = .850; RMSEA = .082; SRMR = .059.)  The model was, therefore, 

respecified by the correlation of three error variances of the proposed factors. The 

correlation was made on the grounds that these educational provisions and their perceived 

impact were related to each other in teachers’ perceptions about educating the gifted. The 

respecified model had an acceptable fit (Chi-square = 81.189 (29, n = 867), p < .000; CFI 
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= .957; TLI = .934; IFI = .958; RMSEA = .046; SRMR = .039), and the three latent 

constructs were retained. To determine whether the scores on the three constructs—

general perceptions, pedagogical provisions, and acceleration—differed according to 

teachers’ background and experience (i.e., their school type, position of responsibility in 

GATE, professional learning in GATE, qualifications in GATE, and years of teaching 

experience), five one-way ANOVAs were performed. 

Teachers’ differentiated learning practices. Teachers’ perceptions of differentiated 

practices were assessed with a newly developed scale, Differentiated Learning for Gifted 

and Talented Education (DiL_GATE). The scale, developed for this study, was based on 

the review of the literature about differentiated learning (see Chapter 2). The participants 

were provided 36 items (Likert-scale type) about teachers’ practices related to five 

dimensions of differentiated learning in the school, that is, (a) outcomes differentiation, (b) 

content differentiation, (c) process differentiation, (d) product differentiation, and (e) 

learning environment differentiation. For example, “I extend and/or modify syllabus 

outcomes to meet the learning needs of gifted students” (outcomes differentiation), “I 

eliminate curriculum content of students who have already mastered it” (content 

differentiation), “I vary the pace of my lesson to cater for individual learning needs” 

(process differentiation), “I encourage students to undertake independent extended 

research projects” (product differentiation), and “I foster a challenging thinking climate” 

(learning environment differentiation). A 5-point Likert-type scale was used for each 

question in which 1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often, 5 = almost always (see 

Appendix B for teacher survey). 

A principal axis factoring analysis with a Promax rotation (Norman & Streiner, 

2008) was performed. This exploratory factor analysis confirmed the existence of three 

underlying factors with eigenvalues exceeding 1 (Kaiser, 1960) (see Appendix E for scree 
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plot). The three-factor solution explained 49.15% of the variance with Factor 1 

contributing 37.89%, Factor 2 contributing 7.29%, and Factor 3 contributing 3.97%. The 

construct validity of the Differentiated Learning for Gifted and Talented Education Scale 

(DiL_GATE) was further assessed using a confirmatory factor analysis. The 11 items that 

loaded strongly on two factors simultaneously (up to 0.40), or attained smaller loadings (< 

0.39), were removed. Thus, a total of 25 items, as shown in Table 6.4 (highlighted with 

asterisks), were retained for performing the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).  

A three-factor model of product differentiation, process differentiation, and content 

differentiation for gifted learners was hypothesised (see Appendix F for CFA model). 

Factor 1 contained 12 variables, which served as indicators of product differentiation. 

Factor 2 contained seven variables which were indicators of process differentiation. Factor 

3 contained six variables which related to content differentiation. The initial model did not 

fit well: Chi-square=1685.955 (272, n=867); p < .001; CFI=.858; TLI=.831; IFI=.858; 

RMSEA=.077. The model was, therefore, respecified by the correlation of nine error 

variances of the proposed factors. The correlation was made on the grounds that these 

pedagogical strategies were related to each other in teachers’ perceptions about educating 

the gifted. Results of the respecified model had an acceptable fit: (Chi-square=839.660 

(263, n=867); p<.001; CFI=.942; TLI=.929; IFI=.943; RMSEA=.050), and these three 

latent constructs were retained.  
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Table 6.4 

Principal Axis Analysis with Promax Rotated Factor Loadings for Teachers’ 

Differentiated Practice Questionnaire Items 

Factor/Item Factor Loadings   

 1 2 3  h2 

Factor 1: Product Differentiation  
     

31. Project based learning .849* -.146 -.084  .541 
32. Independent projects .823* -.221 .009  .543 
16. Topic and product choices .755* .185 -.215  .533 
21. Peer-evaluation of work .718* .184 -.221  .476 
30. Evidence of research  .711* -.281 .254  .591 
20. Self-evaluation of work   .668* .233 -.178  .486 
29. Inquiry and research .657* -.053 .169  .562 
27. Problem finding   .591* .108 .068  .493 
23. Real-life and authentic problems .537* .076 .158  .488 
10. Experts/specialists sharing knowledge .468 .338 -.167  .354 
25. Student metacognitive reflection on their work  .465* .103 .214  .481 
15. Evaluation of solutions to problems  .444 .001 .403  .597 
19. Creativity in products   .433* .024 .295  .464 
28. Student collaboration and discussion .420* .139 .098  .338 
33. Students’ study skills .399 -.223 .381  .359 
17. Diverse points of views about ideas  .390 .070 .389  .571 
18. Imaginative solutions to problems .390 .206 .234  .513 
22. Technologies-embedded learning and tasks .316 .203 .124  .306 

Factor 2: Process Differentiation  
     

12. Provide flexible within-class ability group interaction .124 .687* -.137  .457 
36. Liaise with parents for home-school partnerships -.025 .673* -.086  .376 
6. Adjust the amount of individual practice -.023 .508* .187  .393 
11. Vary pace of the lesson  .033 .505* .164  .410 
8. Plan a variety of experiences -.098 .499 .333  .480 
5. Incorporate background knowledge .046 .470* .146  .360 
7. Set challenging tasks -.100 .463 .397  .507 
1. Modify outcomes to meet learning needs -.062 .445 .342  .449 
35. Motivate and recognise achievements  -.055 .415* .231  .306 
4. Eliminate already mastered content .057 .397* .025  .199 

Factor 3: Content Differentiation   
     

3. Whole to part learning -.118 .087 .653*  .405 
14. Higher order thinking in learning tasks .184 .086 .559*  .565 
34. Content learning in a challenging climate .205 .038 .554*  .536 
2. Concepts-based learning  -.094 .118 .543*  .317 
9. New content linked to existing knowledge -.210 .351 .499  .416 
13. Questioning for discussion and reflection .220 .055 .460*  .440 
26. Meaningful feedback linked to criteria  .195 .082 .442*  .415 
24. Exemplars for analysis in class discussion .259 .078 .312  .329 
      
Note. Boldface indicates highest factor loadings. h2 = Communality. n = 867. * = retained items for CFA. 
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To determine whether the scores on the three constructs—product differentiation, 

process differentiation, and content differentiation—differed according to teachers’ 

background and experience (i.e., their school type, position of responsibility in GATE, 

professional learning in GATE, qualifications in GATE, and years of teaching experience), 

five one-way ANOVAs were performed. 

School-wide approaches to differentiation. Teachers were asked four open-ended 

questions (short-answer format) about their approaches to differentiated learning. All four 

questions required teachers to type a short qualitative response in a textbox provided. 

Questions focused on teachers’ understanding of (a) effective differentiated learning (e.g., 

“How do you know when you are effectively differentiating for gifted and talented 

students? What indications are there?”), (b) implementation of other differentiating 

instructional strategies (e.g., “Is there any other strategy that you like to use to 

differentiate for gifted and talented students in your classroom?”), (c) existing support for 

implementing provisions (e.g., “What support do you have in implementing provisions for 

gifted and talented students in your classroom?”), and (d) further support needed (e.g., 

“What other support would you like to help implement provisions for the gifted students in 

classrooms and/or school?”). 

 Principal survey. The principal survey, Differentiated Learning for Gifted and 

Talented Education: Principals (DiL_GATE_P), closely replicated the teacher survey. As 

in the teacher survey, there were four sections: (a) background in GATE, (b) perceptions 

and attitudes towards gifted students, (c) teachers’ differentiated learning practices, and (d) 

school-wide approaches to differentiation (see Appendix G for principal survey). 

Principals in all 163 schools in the Northern Sydney Region were sent an email inviting 

them to participate in the survey, with a link to the online survey itself. Principals from 

120 schools responded to the electronic survey. 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   113 
 

Sections A, B, and C were identical to those in the teacher survey, with two 

exceptions. First, in Section A (Background in GATE), principals were asked two 

additional questions: one asking the principals to report methods they use to identify 

students’ exceptional abilities (e.g., formal and informal school assessment tools, external 

assessments/testing, teacher/parent/peer nominations, and database for tracking gifted 

students’ performance), and the extent to which the educational provisions for the gifted 

were a matter of daily routine. Second, in Section C (Teachers’ differentiated learning 

practices), principals were asked about their teachers’ practices and not their own. For 

example, whereas the teachers were asked, “As a classroom practitioner, I: eliminate 

curriculum content for students who have already mastered it”, the principals were instead 

asked to respond to the item: “In my school, my teachers: eliminate curriculum content for 

students who have already mastered it”.  By asking principals about their teachers’ 

practices and not their own, it was possible to compare principals’ and teachers’ 

perceptions of differentiated practices.  

Section D, School-wide approaches to differentiation, was the only section to differ 

substantially between the teacher and principal survey. Principals were asked 9 questions 

about teachers’ school-wide approaches to differentiation. These included seven 

qualitative questions in a short-answer format and two questions in a multiple-response 

format. The principals were asked about their understanding of (a) effective teachers’ 

differentiated practices, (b) strategies for differentiation, (c) provisions for social and 

emotional needs of gifted students, (d) provisions for developing gifted students’ 

leadership skills, (e) whole school provisions for gifted students, (f) distinction between 

quality teaching for gifted students and other students, and (g) the need for regional 

support in implementing appropriate provisions for gifted students. For example, 

principals were asked, “How do you know when a teacher is effectively differentiating for 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   114 
 

students in a classroom?”, and “Are there other strategies for differentiation that you 

would like to see used in your school?” The principals were asked two questions in a 

multiple-response format about (a) effective school-wide differentiated instructional 

strategies, and (b) whole school initiatives for gifted students. For example, principals 

were asked, “Which other whole school initiatives does the school use to ensure 

appropriate provisions for all gifted students?” 

Student survey. The student survey, containing a total of 17 questions, consisted of 

two sections (see Appendix H for student survey).  In the first section, a 15-item 

questionnaire, Differentiated Learning for Students, was presented. This questionnaire was 

adapted from the William and Mary Classroom Observation Scales, Revised (Part 3) 

Student Observation Scale (COS-R; VanTassel-Baska, Bracken, & Drummond, 2003), a 

scale developed to assess teachers’ instructional practice against expectations derived from 

best practise in non-selective and gifted education classrooms. This scale was modified by 

the student “co-researchers” to make the statements simpler and clearer for students 

themselves.  

The gifted “co-researchers”, including 18 primary (Years 5-6) and 20 secondary 

(Years 7-12) students, were identified by the principals on the basis of their excellent 

leadership, academic, and interpersonal skills. The student “co-researchers” selected 12 

items out of the original 25 items for inclusion in the study, including questions about (a) 

curriculum planning and delivery, (b) problem solving, (c) critical thinking strategies, (d) 

creative thinking strategies, and (e) research strategies. Due to the study’s focus on 

differentiated learning, the student “co-researchers” selected questions from the section, 

“Student Responses to Differentiated Teaching Behaviors” in the COS-R (Part 3) Scale, 

and not from the section, “Student Responses to General Classroom Teacher Behaviors”.  

Further, the student “co-researchers” also did not include some items (e.g., #17. “Students 
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demonstrated ideational fluency.”) which might pose potential difficulty in comprehension 

for primary students. The student “co-researchers” also added three items to the new scale 

(see Table 6.5) that focused on challenging tasks (#4), self-evaluation (#5), and effort (#6). 

Each of the 15 items in the newly developed scale, Differentiated Learning for Students 

(STUDiL), was presented as a statement (e.g., “I work on challenging tasks”), and 

participants were asked to respond on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = never to 5 = almost 

always). The second section of the survey contained three questions with short-answer 

formats. The first question asked students how they knew that they were engaged in the 

classroom, the second question asked students about three most important qualities of an 

effective teacher, and the third question asked for any additional comments, if needed. The 

students were not instructed to respond to the survey questions based on one specific 

classroom.   

Student perceptions of teachers’ pedagogical strategies (using the scale, STUDiL) 

were then compared with teachers’ perceptions of their own differentiated strategies (using 

the scale, Differentiated Learning for Gifted and Talented Education, DiL_GATE). For 

example, while teachers were asked, “In my classes, I use flexible within-class ability 

grouping to maximise student learning”, students were asked, “I work on tasks/projects in 

pairs or groups.” This enabled comparisons to be made on 12 matched items (see Chapter 

8). 
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Table 6.5 

Modifications made to The William and Mary Classroom Observation Scales, Revised 
(Part 3): Student Observation  

  Item in William and Mary Classroom 
Observation Scale, Revised (Part 3): 
COS-R 

 Item in the Current Survey,  
Differentiated Learning for Students 

Curriculum 
planning and 
delivery 

 
 
 

7. Students worked on tiered 
assignments or tasks of choice. 
 

 1. I work on tasks of my choice.* 
 

6. Students worked on projects 
individually or in pairs/groups.  
 

 2. I work on tasks/projects in pairs or 
groups.*  
 

9. Students discovered central ideas 
through structured activities and/or 
questions asked.  

 3. I learn key ideas through structured 
activities or teacher/student 
developed questions.* 
 

  4. I work on challenging tasks.** 
 

  5. I am encouraged to evaluate my own 
work.**  
 

  6. I am expected to demonstrate my 
best effort in all learning areas.**  
 

Problem 
solving  

 
 

10. Students brainstormed ideas or 
alternative possibilities.  
 

 7. I brainstorm ideas and define 
problems.* 
 

12. Students identified and implemented 
solutions to problems.  
 

 8. I find solutions to problems.* 
 

Critical 
thinking 

 
 

13. Students made judgments about or 
evaluated situations, problems, or 
issues.  

 9. I evaluate situations, problems, or 
issues in my work.*  
 

16. Students synthesised or summarised 
information within or across 
disciplines.  
 

10. I gain a deep understanding of ideas 
and concepts from the study of 
texts.*  
 

Creative 
thinking  

 
 

18. Students explored diverse ways to 
think about a situation/object/event.  

 11. I explore different ways to think 
about a situation/object/event.*  
 

19. Students offered imaginative, 
sometimes playful, suggestions as 
solutions to problems.  
 

 12. I offer imaginative and creative 
solutions to problems.*  
 

Research  21. Students gathered evidence through 
research techniques (e.g., surveys, 
interviews, analysis of primary and 
secondary source documents).  

 13. I gather information from multiple 
research sources (e.g., print, surveys, 
interviews, and research).* 
 

23. Students made inferences from data 
and drew conclusions.  
 

 14. I draw conclusions from a range of 
data.*  
 

  25. Students communicated findings 
(e.g., report, oral presentation).  

 15. I communicate research study 
findings (e.g., written report, oral 
presentation).*  

Note. *Statements were modified by the student “co-researchers” in collaboration with me to make them 
simpler and clearer for primary and secondary students.  
**New survey items were added by the student “co-researchers” in collaboration with me to include 
measures about challenge (item 4), self-evaluation (item 5), and the importance of effort (item 6). 
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Supplementary student-teacher interviews. To supplement the teacher, principal, 

and student survey data, the same gifted student “co-researchers” (n = 38) who had 

assisted in developing the student survey also conducted 32 supplementary interviews with 

their own teachers.  The student “co-researchers” collaborated with me to develop 

teachers’ interview questions, and then used the final interview schedule to conduct 

interviews with their own teachers (see Appendix I for supplementary student-teacher 

interview questions). All collaborative sessions with the student “co-researchers” were 

conducted face to face in each school. I made sure to listen to their concerns, and to 

understand their perspectives of the contextual climate and culture of the school. To ensure 

consistency of the process, I also discussed strategies with student “co-researchers” for 

conducting interviews with their teachers such as reading the questions aloud, speaking 

clearly and not too fast, taking notes while the teacher was speaking, and writing without 

any personal judgment. 

During my face-to-face meetings with the student “co-researchers”, I explained the 

rationale of including the gifted learners’ voices in the study. I shared a set of draft 

questions about pedagogical practices and the qualities of an effective teacher. I invited the 

students to nominate their own questions or modify the initial set of draft questions. For 

example, the “co-researchers” modified the initial question on student engagement, “How 

do you engage students in your classroom?” to “How do know that you have engaged 

students in your classroom?” The students also added their own question, “How do you 

make learning fun in your classroom?” The interviews consisted of 11 questions (see 

Appendix I). The finalised interview questions were sent to the school principals. The 

principals forwarded the interview questions to the student “co-researchers”, who used the 

set of 11 questions to interview their teachers in the schools. The gifted students asked the 
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participating teachers questions about differentiated pedagogical practices, student 

engagement, and the qualities of an effective teacher (research question 2).  

Phase 2: Case Study Interviews 

While in quantitative research, credibility based on reliability and validity depends 

on instrument construction, in qualitative research, “the researcher is the instrument” 

(Patton, 2002, p. 14). In this approach, the researcher carries out data collection and studies 

the phenomena (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003). As a qualitative researcher in the mixed-

method study, I conducted all case-study interviews with four exemplary principals.  

The interviews in Phase 2 of the study served two purposes. First, they enabled 

possible explanations for the Phase 1 quantitative results to be sought. For example, a key 

quantitative finding of the study was a lack of congruence between the principals’ and 

teachers’ perceptions about the use of differentiated pedagogical strategies (research 

question 3). During the interviews, therefore, I focused on the insights and perspectives of 

the principals about the causes of such dissonance in the principals’ and teachers’ 

perceptions, and strategies for fostering more congruent perceptions (e.g., “The survey 

responses have shown that the principals’ and teachers’ perceptions about differentiated 

practices are significantly different. Why do you think is this the case? What strategies do 

you suggest for developing greater alignment between the principals’ and teachers’ 

perceptions?”) Second, these interviews enabled me to gain insights into principals’ 

understanding of differentiation, together with their self-reported leadership actions for 

school-wide differentiation (research question 4).  

Participants. The four participating school principals were chosen using intensity 

sampling. In intensity sampling, the focus is on rich examples of the phenomena of 

interest, but not on highly unusual cases (Patton, 2002). Consistent with this sampling 

method, the principals were recommended by the Regional Director and the School 
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Education Directors of Northern Sydney schools because these principals had experienced 

success in implementing learner-centred differentiated learning, achieving strong academic 

results, and building a cohesive culture in schools. Given their successful record in 

enacting differentiated practices in schools, these principals were also asked to nominate 

gifted student leaders as “co-researchers” for the study. However, one principal (p3-ps), 

who had initially nominated student “co-researchers” for the study, could not be 

interviewed due to a long-service leave from the school. Therefore, a principal from 

another school was interviewed. Thus, out of four principals who were interviewed, three 

principals and the student “co-researchers” in this study belonged to the same school. The 

demographic details of the four principals and their schools (two primary and two high 

schools) are outlined in Table 6.6.  

Materials and procedures. The four principals were provided with a set of 15 

questions one week in advance of the scheduled interview. The questionnaire consisted of 

two parts (see Appendix J for full schedule). Part A, containing 5 questions, was focused 

on the principals’ understanding of the characteristics and elements of learner-centred 

differentiated learning for gifted and talented students. For example, the principals were 

asked, “When planning for gifted learners, what do you expect teachers to know, 

understand, and do?” and “Please describe your understanding of how teachers 

differentiate learning for gifted and talented students in your school.” Part B, containing 

10 questions, was focused on the way the principals led, supported, implemented, and 

sustained differentiated learning for gifted learners.  For example, “What does professional 

learning look like for your teachers?”, and “How often do teachers collaboratively 

discuss differentiated learning provisions with each other?”   
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Table 6.6 

Participating School Principals’ Characteristics  

Principal’s 
name and code 

Age 
range 

Qualifications Qualifications in 
educating the 

gifted 
 

Experience 
teaching the 
gifted (years) 

Teaching 
experience 

(years) 

Experience as 
principal 
(years) 

School  
type 

School 
population 

(2012) 

Stephanie 
 

40+ Master’s degree,  
PhD student 
 

Postgraduate 
degree 

1 18 3 Primary, 
comprehensive, 
coeducational 
 

276 

Sharon 
 

50+ Master’s degree 
 

Postgraduate 
degree 

35 35 10 Secondary, 
comprehensive, 
girls only 
 

1200 
 

Jessica* 
 

40+ Bachelor’s degree (2) 
 

Personal reading 
only 

Nil 7 3 Primary, 
comprehensive, 
coeducational 
 

709 
 

James 
 

50+ Bachelor’s degree, 
Postgraduate diploma 

Certificate in 
Gifted Ed. 

30 37 5 Secondary, 
selective,  
boys only 
 

725 
 

  

Note. The principals’ names have been changed to maintain confidentiality.  

*One principal, who had initially nominated student “co-researchers” for the study, could not be interviewed due to an extended leave from the school. Therefore, a 

principal from a different school (Jessica) was interviewed. Thus, three principals (Stephanie, Sharon and James) and the student “co-researchers” in the study belonged to 

the same school. 
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The interviews were semi-structured, and sufficient flexibility was exercised for the 

conversation to flow with related follow-up questions to clarify their responses. 

Approximately two weeks later, the participants were subsequently provided with copies 

of the interview transcriptions and were asked to review the transcriptions for accuracy. 

All the participants checked and confirmed the accuracy of transcriptions 

Content analysis for the identification of themes. To evaluate the interviews, 

content analysis was conducted. This form of analysis was designed to facilitate the 

“discovery of new relationships, concepts and understanding” (Merriam, 1988, p. 3). 

Themes were identified using the synthesis of literature review on leading differentiated 

learning. As the identification of themes progressed, new themes were added to ensure that 

the entire interview data were analysed. Throughout the process of the identification of 

themes, sense of the text was made by checking for redundancy, and by collapsing 

statements into concepts and categories (Creswell, 2012). Visual displays of representative 

examples were used to ensure easy reading of the summary data. The findings were 

presented by drawing heavily on direct quotations. Using the participants’ own words 

substantiated the findings and conveyed vividly their lived experiences. 

 An overview of the methodological approaches for collecting and analysing 

quantitative and qualitative data in the study are presented in a table of specifications (see 

Table 6.7).  
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Table 6.7 

An Overview of the Methodological Approaches for Collecting and Analysing Quantitative and Qualitative Data in the Study 

Phase  Participants  Instrument  
Administered 

Data Collection  
Approach 

 

Analysis  

Phase 1 Teachers (n = 867) Perceptions and Attitudes towards Gifted 
and Talented Students (PAT_GATS) 
 
Differentiated Learning for Gifted and 
Talented Education (DiL_GATE)*  
 
 
 
 
Structured teacher interview schedule,  
co-designed by gifted student  
“co-researchers” 

Online teacher survey  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Face-to-face interviews conducted by 
gifted student “co-researchers” 
 

Principal axis factoring analyses of 
PAT_GATS and Dil_GATE 
 
Confirmatory factor analyses of 
PAT_GATS and Dil_GATE 
 
ANOVAs to compare teachers’, 
students’, and principals’ perceptions  
 
Content analysis for the identification of 
themes 
 
 

Students (n = 802) Differentiated Learning for Students 
(STUDiL)*  
 

Online student survey  
(adapted for students in collaboration 
with gifted student “co-researchers”)  

ANOVAs to compare teachers’, 
students’, and principals’ perceptions (as 
above) 
 
 

Principals (n = 120) Differentiated Learning for Gifted and 
Talented Education: Principals 
(DiL_GATE_P)* 
 

Online principal survey  
 

ANOVAs to compare teachers’, 
students’, and principals’ perceptions (as 
above) 
 

Phase 2 Principals (n = 4) Semi-structured interview schedule  
 
 

Face-to-face case-study interviews with 
four exemplary principals 

Content analysis for the identification of 
themes 
 
 

Note. * The teacher, student, and principal surveys contain common items. 
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Summary 

 A mixed-method approach was adopted in the study and an exploratory sequential 

design was employed. In phase one, quantitative data were collected. Teachers, principals, 

and students were each administered a survey about their perceptions of teachers’ 

differentiated practices for gifted students. The principal survey was identical to the 

teacher survey. Therefore, the factor analysis was performed using the teachers’ survey, 

and not the principal or student survey. Principal axis factor analyses were performed to 

reduce the survey data to a manageable number of concepts related to teachers’ attitudes 

towards giftedness (PAT_GATS scale), and their perceptions of differentiated pedagogical 

practices (DiL_GATE scale). Confirmatory factor analyses were then performed to 

confirm three constructs related to teachers’ attitudes (general perceptions, pedagogical 

provisions, and acceleration), and three constructs related to teachers’ differentiated 

pedagogical practices (product differentiation, process differentiation, and content 

differentiation). Gifted students collaborated with me as “co-researchers” who co-

developed and disseminated the student survey, and independently interviewed their 

teachers. In phase two, qualitative data were collected. Interviews with four principals 

were conducted to further interpret the initial quantitative results from phase one, and 

understand the principals’ leadership actions in implementing learner-centred 

differentiation for gifted students across the school.  

In Chapter 7, the findings from the first phase of the study about teachers’ attitudes 

towards giftedness and their perceptions of differentiated practices are reported. In Chapter 

8, the findings from the first phase of the study about the students’ perceptions about 

teachers’ differentiated practices, including interviews by gifted student “co-researchers” 

with their own teachers, are presented. In Chapter 9, the findings from the second phase of 

the study about the participating principals’ understanding of, and their self-reported 
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leadership actions about, school-wide differentiated learning are reported. In Chapter 10, 

the analysis of the findings from the synthesis of two phases of the study, implications of 

the results for practice, and the study’s limitations and implications for future research, are 

discussed. In Chapter 11, the study’s findings are summarised and concluded.  
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CHAPTER 7 

RESULTS: TEACHERS’ ATTITUDES AND PERCEPTIONS 

 In this chapter, the findings of the study related to teachers’ attitudes towards 

giftedness and their perceived understanding of pedagogical practices for differentiated 

learning in schools are reported. The results are derived from the online survey, 

Perceptions and Attitudes towards Gifted and Talented Students (PAT_GATS), which was 

completed by teachers in Phase 1 of the study (see Appendix B for teacher survey).  

 The first section of the chapter describes participating teachers’ backgrounds and 

experiences, including the type of school they teach in, whether or not they have a position 

of responsibility in gifted and talented education (GATE), whether or not they engage in 

professional learning in GATE, whether or not they hold qualifications in GATE, and their 

years of teaching experience. In the second section, teachers’ attitudes towards giftedness 

and gifted learners (research question 1a) are reported, and in the third section, teachers’ 

perceptions of their own differentiated pedagogical strategies (research question 1b) are 

presented. In both the second and third sections, the factors derived from factor analyses 

(see Chapter 6) were used to determine whether teachers’ attitudes towards gifted learners 

and differentiated learning differed according to their backgrounds and teaching 

experiences.  

Teachers’ Backgrounds and Experiences  

In this section, participating teachers’ demographic data are presented for five key 

background variables: school type, position of responsibility in gifted and talented 

education (GATE), professional learning in GATE, qualifications in GATE, and years of 

teaching experience. Given mixed findings about teachers’ attitudes towards gifted 

learners and differentiation (e.g., Bartley, 2014; Troxclair, 2013; Watts, 2006), the selected 

background variables in this study might indicate differences in teacher attitudes and 
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perceptions according to their experience with gifted students, or their engagement in 

GATE. Each background variable is explained below.  

School type. The teachers from non-selective schools (i.e., non-OC primary and 

non-selective secondary schools) accounted for 85.3% of all participating teachers (n = 

867), while the teachers from schools with selective settings (i.e., OC primary and 

selective secondary schools) accounted for 14.7% of the participating teachers (Table 7.1). 

No significant differences were found in the proportion of participating teachers from 

schools with selective settings at primary school or secondary school, χ2(126, 127) = 

127.00, p = .458.  

Table 7.1  

Numbers and Percentages of Teachers According to School Type  

Non-OC 
Primary 

OC*  
Primary   

Non-Selective 
Secondary  

Selective 
Secondary  

Total 

422 64 318 63 867 

48.7% 7.4% 36.7% 7.3% 100.0% 

Note: *Opportunity Classes. 

Position of responsibility in GATE. Approximately two in five teachers (40.3%) 

reported holding a position of responsibility in GATE (e.g., GATE coordinator roles) 

(Table 7.2).  No significant differences were found in the proportion of participating 

teachers with a position of responsibility in GATE from schools with selective or non-

selective settings, χ2(3, 867) = 6.71, p = .082.  
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Table 7.2 

Position of Responsibility in GATE   

Current Position School Type  Total 

 Non-OC 
Primary 

OC 
Primary 

Non-Selective
Secondary 

Selective 
Secondary 

 

Responsibility in GATE      

 184 28 110 27 349 

 (43.6) (43.8) (34.6) (42.9) (40.3) 

No responsibility in GATE      

 238 36 208 36 518 

 (56.4) (56.3) (65.4) (57.1) (59.7) 

Total      

 422 64 318 63 867 

 (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) 

Note. The parentheses contain % within group.  

Professional learning in GATE. More than one third of teachers (34.3%) reported 

that they attended conferences for their professional learning, and another 23.0% of 

teachers reported undertaking professional training in GATE. The teachers also reported 

other forms of professional learning such as pre-service training and action learning in 

school. Overall, 66.1% of teachers reported that they engaged in some form of professional 

development to meet the needs of gifted learners (Table 7.3). No significant differences 

were found in the proportion of participating teachers with professional learning in GATE 

from schools with selective or non-selective settings, χ2(12, 867) = 17.82, p = .121  
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Table 7.3 

Professional Learning in GATE  

 School Type Total 

 Non-OC 
Primary 

OC  
Primary 

Non-Selective 
Secondary 

Selective  
Secondary 

Pre-service training        
 27 4 13 4 48 
 (6.4) (6.3) (4.1) (6.3) (5.5) 
      
Professional training        
 106 15 67 11 199 
 (25.1) (23.4) (21.1) (17.5) (23.0) 
      
Action learning       
 18 2 9 0 29 
 (4.3) (3.1) (2.8) (0.0) (3.3) 
      
Conferences      
 122 23 121 31 297 
 (28.9) (35.9) (38.1) (49.2) (34.3) 
      
No professional 
learning in GATE  

     

 149 20 108 17 294 
 (35.3) (31.3) (34.0) (27.0) (33.9) 
      
Total      
 422 64 318 63 867 
 (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0)
    

Note. The parentheses contain % within group.  

Qualifications in GATE. One in ten participants (9.9%) reported that they held 

formal qualifications in GATE, as shown in Table 7.4. Within this group, a large 

proportion of teachers held a postgraduate degree in GATE (7.2%). No significant 

differences were found in the proportion of participating teachers with qualifications in 

GATE from schools with selective or non-selective settings, χ2(9, 867) = 11.76, p = .227.  
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Table 7.4 

Qualifications in GATE  

Variable School Type  Total 

 Non-OC 
Primary 

OC  
Primary 

Non-Selective 
Secondary 

Selective  
Secondary 

 

Graduate certificate       
 11 2 4 3 20 
 (2.6) (3.1) (1.3) (4.8) (2.3) 
      

Graduate diploma       
 2 1 1 0 4 
 (0.5) (1.6) (0.3) (0.0) (0.5) 
      
Master’s degree      
 34 4 16 8 62 
 (8.1) (6.3) (5.0) (12.7) (7.2) 
      
No qualifications in 
GATE 

     

 375 57 297 52 781 
 (88.9) (89.1) (93.4) (82.5) (90.1) 
      
Total      
 422 64 318 63 867 
 (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) 
    

Note. The parentheses contain % within group.  

Years of teaching experience. Teachers reported classroom teaching experience 

ranging from 0-52 years with a mean of 17.96 years (SD = 11.09). More than half of the 

participants (54.4%) reported teaching experience of more than 15 years (Table 7.5). Ten 

teachers in the sample (1.2%) reported teaching experience of more than 40 years. 

No significant differences were found in years of teaching experience between 

teachers from selective schools and those from non-selective schools, χ2(12, 867) = 17.22, 

p = .142. However, teachers with 6 or more years of teaching experience were more likely 

to hold a position of responsibility in GATE, χ2(4, 867) = 32.01, p < .001; and attend 

professional learning in GATE,  χ2(16, 867) = 49.39, p < .001, than were teachers with less 

than 5 years of teaching experience. Teachers with 16 or more years of teaching 
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experience were also more likely to hold qualifications in GATE, χ2(12, 867) = 23.35, p = 

.025, than were teachers with less than 15 years of experience. 

Table 7.5  

Years of Teaching Experience  

Variable School Type  Total 

 Non-OC 
Primary 

OC  
Primary 

Non-Selective 
Secondary 

Selective  
Secondary 

 

0-5 years       
 69 14 60 10 153 
 (16.4) (21.9) (18.9) (15.9) (17.6) 
      

6-15 years       
 127 18 81 17 243 
 (30.1) (28.1) (25.5) (27.0) (28.0) 
      

16-25 years       
 113 24 88 12 237 
 (26.8) (37.5) (27.7) (19.0) (27.3) 
      
26-35 years      
 89 6 76 21 192 
 (21.1) (9.4) (23.9) (33.3) (22.1) 
      
36-52 years      
 24 2 13 3 42 
 (5.7) (3.1) (4.1) (4.8) (4.8) 
      
Total      
 422 64 318 63 867 
 (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) (100.0) 
      

Note. The parentheses contain % within group.  

            In summary, teachers with a greater number of years of teaching experience were 

more likely to have qualifications and expertise in GATE than were teachers with fewer 

years of teaching experience. In the following section, the impact of qualifications and 

expertise in GATE, and of overall general teaching experience, on teacher attitudes 

towards giftedness and gifted learners is analysed. 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   131 
 

Teachers’ Attitudes towards Giftedness and Gifted Learners     

As outlined in Chapter 6, the Perceptions and Attitudes towards Gifted and 

Talented Students (PAT_GATS) scale was used to assess teachers’ attitudes towards 

giftedness and gifted learners (research question 1a). The means and standard deviations 

for the scale are reported in Appendix K. A factor analysis was used to determine whether 

teachers’ attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners differed according to their 

backgrounds and teaching experiences. Three constructs were identified and labelled 

general perceptions, pedagogical provisions, and acceleration. To determine whether the 

scores on the three constructs differed according to teachers’ background and experience 

(i.e., their school type, position of responsibility in GATE, professional learning in GATE, 

qualifications in GATE, and years of teaching experience), a series of five one-way 

ANOVAs were performed. Each ANOVA is explained in further detail below.  

School type. To test the influence of school type on teachers’ attitudes towards 

gifted learners, school type (non-OC primary school, OC primary school, non-selective 

secondary school, and selective secondary school) was entered into a one-way ANOVA as 

an independent variable and the three attitude constructs (general perceptions, pedagogical 

provisions, and acceleration) were entered as dependent variables. The significance levels 

used in the tests in this study were p < .05. Consistent with Cohen (1988, pp. 284-287), 

effect size levels of .01 (small), .06 (medium), and .14 (large) were used in the tests. For 

the construct, pedagogical provisions, Levene’s test for homogeneity revealed violation of 

the assumption of homogeneity of variance, Levene(3, 863) = 3.10, p = .026, indicating 

significant difference in variances within each group. The Brown-Forsythe Robust Test of 

Equality of Means was, therefore, used to test differences between school types for this 

variable only. 
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There was a small, significant difference in teachers’ general perceptions 

according to their school type, F(3, 863) = 4.36, p = .005, ηp² = .02. Post-hoc comparisons 

(Tukey’s HSD) showed that teachers in selective secondary schools had a significantly 

higher score (M = 3.60, SD = .82) than did teachers in non-OC primary schools (M = 3.24, 

SD = .80), p = .003; OC primary schools (M = 3.18, SD = .91), p = .015; and non-selective 

secondary schools (M = 3.36, SD = .79), p = .029. There were no differences in scores 

among the remaining three groups (non-OC primary and OC primary schools, p = .961; 

non-OC primary and non-selective secondary schools, p = .672; and OC primary and non-

selective secondary schools, p = .694). Given that general perceptions include beliefs that 

special programs for gifted students create elitism and that gifted students have difficulty 

making friends, both reverse scored, the higher scores on this construct indicate that the 

teachers in selective secondary schools held more positive perceptions about giftedness 

and gifted learners.   

There was also a small, significant difference in teachers’ pedagogical provisions 

according to their school type, Brown-Forsythe(3, 280) = 4.37, p = .005, ηp² = .02. The 

teachers in selective secondary schools had a significantly higher score (M = 4.01, SD = 

.74), p = .011 than those in non-selective secondary schools (M = 3.77, SD = .68). There 

were no significant differences in scores among the remaining three groups (non-OC 

primary and OC primary schools, p = .252; non-OC primary and non-selective secondary 

schools, p = .685; non-OC primary and selective secondary schools, p = .055; non-

selective secondary and OC primary schools, p = .076; and selective secondary and OC 

primary schools, p = .951). Given that pedagogical provisions include ability grouping, 

allocation to special classes, and offering special provisions to gifted learners, the higher 

score indicated that teachers in selective secondary schools were more supportive of 

pedagogical provisions for gifted learners than teachers in other schools.   
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Finally, there was a small, significant difference in teachers’ use of the provision, 

acceleration, according to their school type, F(3, 863) = 2.75, p = .042, ηp² = .01. Post-hoc 

comparisons (Tukey’s HSD) showed that teachers in non-OC primary schools had 

significantly higher scores (M = 2.88, SD = .95), p = .032 than those in non-selective 

secondary school (M = 2.76, SD = .86), thus indicating greater support for providing 

acceleration to gifted learners. There were no significant differences in scores among the 

remaining groups (non-OC primary and OC primary schools, p = .533; non-OC primary 

and selective secondary schools, p = .996; OC primary and non-selective secondary 

schools, p = .988; OC primary and selective secondary schools, p = .829; and non-selective 

secondary and selective secondary schools, p = .588).   

Position of responsibility in GATE. To examine the impact of position of 

responsibility in GATE on teachers’ attitudes, position in GATE (yes, no) was entered into 

a one-way ANOVA as an independent variable, and the three attitude constructs (general 

perceptions, pedagogical provisions and acceleration) were entered as dependent 

variables.   

Teachers with positions of responsibility in GATE (M = 3.43, SD = .83) scored 

significantly higher on general perceptions than did those with no responsibility (M = 

3.22, SD = .79), F(1, 865) = 24.55, p < .001, ηp² = .03, indicating they were less supportive 

of negative perceptions about giftedness and gifted learners. Teachers with positions of 

responsibility in GATE (M = 3.93, SD = .60) also scored higher on pedagogical provisions 

than did those without this responsibility (M = 3.70, SD = .62), F(1, 865) = 38.05, p < 

.001, ηp² = .04, indicating they were supportive of pedagogical provisions for gifted 

learners. Finally, teachers with positions of responsibility in GATE (M = 2.96, SD = .97) 

scored higher on acceleration than did those without this responsibility (M = 2.73, SD = 

.90), F(1, 865) = 21.15, p < .001, ηp² = .02, indicating they were supportive of acceleration 
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for gifted learners. Across all three attitude constructs, therefore, teachers with current 

positions of responsibility in GATE were more positive towards giftedness and gifted 

learners than were teachers without positions of responsibility in GATE.  

 Professional learning in GATE. To investigate the impact of professional 

learning in GATE on teachers’ attitudes, professional learning in GATE (no professional 

learning, pre-service training, professional training, action learning, and conferences) was 

entered into a one-way ANOVA as an independent variable, and the three attitude 

constructs (general perceptions, pedagogical provisions and acceleration) were entered as 

dependent variables.    

A small, significant difference in scores was found between groups for the attitude 

construct, general perceptions, F(4, 862) = 5.80, p < .001, ηp² = .03. Teachers attending 

GATE conferences (M = 3.45, SD = .83), p < .001, scored significantly higher on general 

perceptions than did those without professional learning in GATE (M = 3.17, SD = .76), 

indicating they were less supportive of negative perceptions about giftedness and gifted 

learners. No significant differences were found between teachers with no professional 

learning and the remaining groups (pre-service training, p = .959; professional training, p = 

.447; action learning, p = .656).  

 A significant difference in scores was also found between groups for the attitude 

construct, pedagogical provisions, F(4, 862) = 3.84, p = .004, ηp² = .02. Teachers attending 

GATE conferences (M = 3.87, SD = .62), p = .003, scored significantly higher on 

pedagogical provisions than did those without professional learning in GATE (M = 3.70, 

SD = .63), indicating they were supportive of pedagogical provisions for gifted learners. 

No significant differences were found between teachers without professional learning in 

GATE and the remaining groups (pre-service training, p = .973; professional training, p = 

.400; action learning, p = .183).  



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   135 
 

Finally, a small, significant difference in scores was found between groups for the 

construct, acceleration, F(4, 862) = 7.44, p < .001, ηp² = .03. Teachers attending GATE 

conferences (M = 3.02, SD = .98), p < .001, scored significantly higher on acceleration 

than did those without professional learning in GATE (M = 2.66, SD = .84), thus 

indicating greater support for providing acceleration to gifted learners. No significant 

differences were found between teachers without professional learning in GATE and the 

remaining groups (pre-service training, p = .999; professional training, p = .267; action 

learning, p = .902).  

Qualifications in GATE. To examine the influence of qualifications in GATE on 

teachers’ attitudes, qualifications in GATE (no qualification, graduate certificate, graduate 

diploma, and Master’s degree) were entered into a one-way ANOVA, and the three 

attitude constructs (general perceptions, pedagogical provisions and acceleration) were 

entered as dependent variables.  

A significant difference in scores was found between groups for the attitude 

construct, general perceptions, F(3, 863) = 10.81, p < .001, ηp² = .04. Teachers who held 

graduate certificate (M = 3.85, SD = .78), p < .001, and Master’s degree (M = 3.65, SD = 

.82), p < .001, scored significantly higher on general perceptions than did those without 

qualifications in GATE (M = 3.26, SD = .80), indicating they were less supportive of 

negative perceptions of gifted learners. No significant differences were found between 

teachers holding a graduate diploma and the remaining groups (no qualifications, p = 

1.000; graduate certificate, p = .341; Master’s degree, p = .700).        

A significant difference in scores was also found between groups for the attitude 

construct, pedagogical provisions, F(3, 863) = 12.41, p < .001, ηp² = .04.  Teachers with 

graduate certificate (M = 4.26, SD = .63), p = .001, and Master’s degree (M = 4.06, SD = 

.57, p < .001) scored significantly higher on pedagogical provisions than did those without 
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qualifications in GATE (M = 3.76, SD = .62), indicating they were supportive of 

pedagogical provisions for gifted learners. No significant differences were found between 

teachers holding a graduate diploma and the remaining groups (no qualifications, p = 

1.997; graduate certificate, p = .489; Master’s degree, p = .713).        

Finally, a significant difference in scores was found between groups for the attitude 

construct, acceleration, F(3, 863) = 7.96, p < .001, ηp² = .03. Teachers with graduate 

certificate (M = 3.43, SD = 1.25), p = .014, and Master’s degree (M = 3.20, SD = .96), p = 

.001, scored significantly higher on acceleration than did those without qualifications in 

GATE (M = 2.78, SD = .91), thus indicating greater support for providing acceleration to 

gifted learners. No significant differences were found between teachers holding a graduate 

diploma and the remaining groups (no qualifications, p = .939; graduate certificate, p = 

.889; Master’s degree, p = .970).   

Years of teaching experience. To test the impact of years of teaching experience 

on teachers’ attitudes, teaching experience (0-5 years, 6-15 years, 16-25 years, 26-35 

years, and 36-52 years) was entered into a one-way ANOVA as an independent variable, 

and the three attitude constructs (general perceptions, pedagogical provisions, and 

acceleration) were entered as dependent variables.  

No significant differences in scores were found between groups for general 

perceptions, F(4, 862) = 1.57, p = .181, ηp² = .007; and pedagogical provisions, F(4, 862) 

= .90, p = .464, ηp² = .004. However, significant differences in scores were found between 

groups for acceleration, (4, 862) = 4.16, p = .002, ηp² = .019. Teachers with 16-25 years of 

teaching experience (M = 2.91, SD = .97), p = .012; 26-35 years of teaching experience (M 

= 2.89, SD = .93), p = .027; and 36-52 years of teaching experience (M = 3.05, SD = .93), 

p = .014, scored significantly higher than did those with 0-5 years of teaching experience 

(M = 2.63, SD = .93) and 6-15 years of experience (M = 2.73, SD = .86), indicating that 
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experienced teachers were more supportive of providing acceleration to gifted learners 

than were early career (0-5 years) and mid-career (6-15 years) teachers. No significant 

differences in scores were found between teachers with 6-15 years of teaching experience 

and the remaining groups (0-5 years, p = .336; 16-25 years, p = .548; 26-35 years, p = 

.681; 35-52 years, p = .203).  

Summary. Significant differences were found in the scores for four independent 

variables—school type, position of responsibility in GATE, professional learning in GATE 

and qualifications in GATE—in all the three constructs about teachers’ attitudes towards 

giftedness and gifted learners. In all cases, the differences were small. The results 

indicated positive attitudes for teachers who worked with gifted students in selective 

schools, held qualifications or positions of responsibility in GATE, and engaged in 

professional learning in GATE. These teachers were also likely to be more supportive of 

the provision of acceleration for gifted students. Teachers’ years of teaching experience 

did not influence their attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners. However, more 

experienced teachers were found to be more supportive of the provision of acceleration 

than were less experienced teachers.   

Teachers’ Perceptions of Differentiated Pedagogical Strategies  

As outlined in Chapter 6, the Differentiated Learning for Gifted and Talented 

Education (DiL_GATE) scale was used to analyse teachers’ perceptions of their own 

differentiated strategies (research question 1b). The means and standard deviations for the 

scale are reported in Appendix L. A factor analysis was used to determine whether 

teachers’ perceptions of differentiation pedagogical strategies differed according to their 

backgrounds and teaching experiences. Three constructs were identified and labelled 

product differentiation, process differentiation, and content differentiation. To determine 

whether the scores on three constructs differed according to teachers’ background and 
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experience (i.e., their school type, position of responsibility in GATE, professional 

learning in GATE, qualifications in GATE, and years of teaching experience), a series of 

five one-way ANOVAs were performed. Each ANOVA is explained in further detail 

below.  

School type. To examine the impact of school type on teachers’ perceptions, school 

type (primary school, OC primary school, non-selective secondary school, and selective 

secondary school) was entered in a one-way ANOVA as an independent variable, and the 

three constructs (i.e., product differentiation, process differentiation, and content 

differentiation) were entered as dependent variables. 

A significant difference in scores was found between groups for the construct, 

product differentiation, F(3, 688) = 6.45, p < .001, ηp² = .03. Teachers in selective 

secondary schools (M = 4.12, SD = .65) scored significantly higher on product 

differentiation than did those in primary schools (M = 3.82, SD = .64), p = .005, and 

secondary schools (M = 3.72, SD = .59), p < .001, indicating they were more supportive of 

product differentiation. No significant differences were found in scores between OC 

primary schools and other groups of schools (non-OC primary schools, p = .280; non-

selective secondary schools, p = .235; selective secondary schools, p = .231).  

A large, significant difference in scores was found between groups for the 

construct, process differentiation, F(3, 688) = 44.75, p < .001, ηp² = .16. Teachers in OC 

primary schools (M = 4.38, SD = .40), p < .001, non-OC primary schools (M = 4.29, SD = 

.46), p < .001, and selective secondary schools (M = 4.16, SD = .50), p < .001, scored 

higher than did those in non-selective secondary schools (M = 3.89, SD = .50), indicating 

that they were more supportive of process differentiation.  

Finally, a significant difference in scores was found between groups for the 

construct, content differentiation, F(3, 688) = 10.82, p < .001, ηp² = .05. Teachers in 
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selective secondary schools (M = 4.64, SD = .42) scored significantly higher than did 

those in non-OC primary schools (M = 4.28, SD = .50), p < .001, OC primary schools (M 

= 4.42, SD = .46), p = .014, and non-selective secondary schools (M = 4.21, SD = .53), p < 

.001, thus indicating greater support for content differentiation.  

Position of responsibility in GATE. To examine the impact of position of 

responsibility in GATE on teachers’ perceptions, position in GATE (yes, no) was entered 

into a one-way ANOVA as an independent variable, and the three constructs (product 

differentiation, process differentiation, and content differentiation) were entered as 

dependent variables. For the construct, process differentiation, Levene’s test for 

homogeneity revealed violation of the assumption of homogeneity of variance, Levene(1, 

690) = 4.47, p = .035, indicating significant differences within each group. The Brown-

Forsythe Robust Test of Equality of Mean was used to test differences between groups for 

this variable only. 

Teachers with positions of responsibility in GATE (M = 3.95, SD = .60) scored 

significantly higher on product differentiation than did those with no responsibility in 

GATE (M = 3.72, SD = .64), F(1, 690) = 27.24, p < .001, ηp² = .04, indicating they were 

more supportive of product differentiation. Teachers with positions of responsibility in 

GATE (M = 4.27, SD = .47) also scored significantly higher on process differentiation 

than did those with no responsibility in GATE (M = 4.04, SD = .52), Brown-Forsythe(1, 

651) = 42.73, p < .001, ηp² = .06, indicating they were more positive about process 

differentiation. The effect size was medium for process differentiation. Finally, teachers 

with positions of responsibility in GATE (M = 4.44, SD = .44) scored significantly higher 

on content differentiation than did those with no responsibility in GATE (M = 4.19, SD = 

.53), F(1, 690) = 34.57, p < .001, ηp² = .05, indicating they were more supportive of 

content differentiation. Across all three constructs, therefore, teachers with current 
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positions of responsibility in GATE were more positive towards differentiated learning 

than were teachers without positions of responsibility in GATE.  

Professional learning in GATE. To investigate the impact of professional learning 

in GATE on teachers’ perceptions, professional learning in GATE (no professional 

learning, pre-service training, professional training, action learning, and conferences) was 

entered into a one-way ANOVA as an independent variable, and the three constructs 

(product differentiation, process differentiation, and content differentiation) were entered 

as dependent variables.    

A significant difference in scores was found between groups for the construct, 

product differentiation, F(4, 687) = 4.42, p = .002, ηp² = .03. Teachers attending GATE 

conferences (M = 3.92, SD = .58), p = .001, scored significantly higher than did those 

without professional learning in GATE (M = 3.72, SD = .66), indicating they were more 

supportive of product differentiation. No significant differences were found between 

teachers with no professional learning and the remaining groups (pre-service training, p = 

1.000; professional training, p = .500; action learning, p = .560).  

A significant difference in scores was also found between groups for the construct, 

process differentiation, F(4, 687) = 2.57, p = .037, ηp² = .03. Teachers undertaking 

conferences (M = 4.20, SD = .49), p = .004, scored significantly higher than did those 

without professional learning in GATE (M = 3.97, SD = .52), indicating they had more 

positive perceptions about process differentiation.  No significant differences were found 

between teachers with no professional learning and the remaining groups (pre-service 

training, p = 1.000; professional training, p = .733; action learning, p = .150).  

Finally, a significant difference in scores was found between groups for the 

construct, content differentiation, F(4, 687) = 5.11, p < .001, ηp² = .03. Teachers attending 

GATE conferences (M = 4.40, SD = .45), p < .001, scored significantly higher than did 
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those without professional learning in GATE (M = 4.20, SD = .54), indicating they had 

more positive perceptions about content differentiation.  No significant differences were 

found between teachers with no professional learning and the remaining groups (pre-

service training, p = .988; professional training, p = .504; action learning, p = .125).  

Qualifications in GATE. To examine the impact of qualifications in GATE on 

teachers’ perceptions, qualifications in GATE (no qualifications, graduate certificate, 

graduate diploma, and Master’s degree) were entered into a one-way ANOVA, and the 

three constructs (product differentiation, process differentiation, and content 

differentiation) were entered as dependent variables.  

A significant difference in scores was found between groups for the construct, 

product differentiation, F(3, 688) = 5.47, p = .001, ηp² = .02. Teachers who held a Master’s 

degree (M = 4.11, SD = .60), p = .002, scored significantly higher than did those without 

qualifications in GATE (M = 3.78, SD = .63), indicating they were more positive about 

product differentiation. No significant differences were found between teachers with no 

qualifications and other groups (graduate certificate, p = .190; graduate diploma, p = .955). 

A significant difference was also found between groups for the construct, process 

differentiation, F(3, 688) = 8.21, p < .001, ηp² = .04. Teachers holding a Master’s degree 

(M = 4.43, SD = .46), p < .001, scored significantly higher than did those without 

qualifications in GATE (M = 4.11, SD = .51), indicating they were more positive about 

process differentiation. No significant differences were found between teachers with no 

qualifications and other groups (graduate certificate, p = .137; graduate diploma, p = .878).  

Finally, a significant difference was found between groups for the construct, 

content differentiation, F(3, 688) = 7.33, p < .001, ηp² = .03. Teachers holding a Master’s 

degree (M = 4.52, SD = .47), p = .001, scored significantly higher than did those without 

qualifications in GATE (M = 4.27, SD = .51), indicating they were more positive about 
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content differentiation.  No significant differences were found between teachers without 

qualifications and other groups (graduate certificate, p = .132; graduate diploma, p = 

1.000).  

Years of teaching experience. To test the impact of years of teaching experience 

on teachers’ perceptions, teaching experience (0-5 years, 6-15 years, 16-25 years, 26-35 

years, and 36-52 years) was entered into a one-way ANOVA as an independent variable, 

and the three constructs (product differentiation, process differentiation, and content 

differentiation) were entered as dependent variables.  

No significant differences were found between groups for product differentiation, 

F(4, 687) = 2.10, p = .079, ηp² = .012; and process differentiation, F(4, 687) = 2.30, p = 

.058, ηp² = .013. However, significant differences were found between groups for content 

differentiation, (4, 687) = 4.05, p = .003, ηp² = .023. Teachers with 26-35 years of teaching 

experience (M = 4.34, SD = .49), p < .002, and 36-52 years of experience (M = 4.42, SD = 

.47), p < .047, scored significantly higher than did teachers with 0-5 years of teaching 

experience (M = 4.22, SD = .52), 6-15 years of experience (M = 4.28, SD = .51), and 16-

35 years of experience (M = 4.28, SD = .52), indicating that experienced teachers were 

more supportive of content differentiation than were early career (0-5 years) and mid-

career (6-15 years) teachers. No significant differences were found between 0-5 years of 

teaching experience and the remaining groups (6-15 years, p = .172; 16-25 years, p = 

.253), 6-15 years of teaching experience and the remaining groups (16-25 years, p = 1.000; 

26-35 years, p = .357; 36-52 years, p = .588), and 16-25 years and the remaining groups 

(26-35 years, p = .303; 36-52 years, p = .538).  

Summary. Significant differences in scores were found for school type, position of 

responsibility in GATE, professional learning in GATE, and qualifications in GATE in all 

the three constructs. While the effect sizes for the three constructs were generally small, a 
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few medium and large effect sizes for the construct, process differentiation, were also 

found. The results indicated that teachers who worked with gifted students in selective 

schools, held qualifications or positions of responsibility in GATE, and engaged in 

professional learning in GATE were likely to have positive perceptions about 

differentiated pedagogical strategies for gifted students (i.e., product, process, and content 

differentiation). Teachers’ years of teaching experience did not generally influence their 

perceptions of differentiated learning for gifted students (i.e., product and process 

differentiation). However, more experienced teachers were found to be more supportive of 

content differentiation than were less experienced teachers.   

General Summary 

Teachers’ attitudes towards gifted learners and their perceptions of differentiated 

pedagogical practices were examined. The results indicated positive attitudes towards 

giftedness and gifted learners (research question 1a), and positive perceptions towards 

product, process, and content differentiation (research question 1b) from teachers who 

worked with gifted students in selective schools, held qualifications or positions of 

responsibility in GATE, and engaged in professional learning in GATE.  

Teachers’ attitudes towards gifted learners and differentiated learning were not 

influenced by the number of years of teaching experience. No significant differences in 

attitude constructs were found between less experienced and more experienced teachers 

towards giftedness or gifted learners (research question 1a), and pedagogical provisions 

(i.e., process and product differentiation) for gifted learners (research question 1b). 

However, more experienced teachers indicated greater support for acceleration and 

content differentiation for gifted learners than did less experienced teachers.   

The discussion of the results of teachers’ attitudes towards, and their perceived 

understanding of, giftedness and differentiated learning, is presented in Chapter 10. In the 
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next chapter, the results of students’ perceptions of teachers’ use of differentiated 

pedagogical strategies are reported.  
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CHAPTER 8 

RESULTS: GIFTED STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS AND PERSPECTIVES 

In this chapter, gifted students’ perceptions of their teachers’ pedagogical practices, 

and their perspectives of classroom engagement and the qualities of an effective teacher 

are reported and compared with the perceptions and perspectives of teachers (research 

question 2). The results are derived from a newly developed scale for students, 

Differentiated Learning for Students (STUDiL), and teacher interviews conducted by 

gifted students as “co-researchers” in Phase 1 of the study (see Appendix H for student 

survey and Appendix I for student-teacher interview questions).  

In the first section, I compare student and teacher ratings of teachers’ use of 

pedagogical strategies for differentiation. In the second and third sections, I use content 

analysis of students’ qualitative descriptions of classroom engagement and qualities of an 

effective teacher respectively for the identification of themes. In both these sections, I also 

compare the student perspectives with the teachers’ responses to interviews conducted by 

gifted student “co-researchers”. 

Comparing Students’ and Teachers’ Perceptions of the Differentiated Pedagogical 

Strategies being used by Teachers   

Students’ perceptions of teachers’ pedagogical strategies were assessed using a 

newly developed scale, Differentiated Learning for Students (STUDiL), and were then 

compared with teachers’ perceptions of their use of pedagogical strategies. As noted in 

Chapter 7, teachers’ perceptions of their own differentiated strategies were assessed using 

the scale, Differentiated Learning for Gifted and Talented Education (DiL_GATE). 

Student perceptions of these same teachers’ pedagogical strategies were assessed using the 

scale, STUDiL. This enabled comparisons to be made on 12 matched items (see Table 

8.1). 
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A series of 12 one-way ANOVAs was performed to investigate if any significant 

difference existed between the students’ (n = 802) and the teachers’ (n = 867) perceptions 

about any of the 12 pedagogical strategies. As separate ANOVAs were performed 

simultaneously on the single data set, thus risking the inflation of Type 1 error, a 

Bonferroni adjusted alpha of .004 per test (.05/12) was used. The assumption of 

homogeneity of variance was violated for 10 of 12 analyses (i.e., Levene’s statistic was 

significant, p < .05), and the Brown-Forsythe test is reported in such cases. There was no 

violation for task choices and flexible grouping, and standard F tests are reported in these 

cases, instead. 

A significant difference between students’ and teachers’ perceptions (p < .001) was 

found for 10 out of 12 differentiated pedagogical strategies (see Table 8.1 for descriptive 

statistics). Students perceived significantly fewer task choices being offered to them than 

did their teachers, F(1, 1645) = 150.73, p < .001, ηp² = .08; and also perceived significantly 

fewer flexible grouping arrangements, F(1, 1651) = 708.00, p < .001, ηp² = .30. For flexible 

grouping, the difference was large. Indeed, the mean scores (see Table 8.1) indicated that 

students rated the pedagogical strategies of task choices and flexible grouping as the lowest 

of all the 12 strategies measured in the STUDiL.   

For those tests which violated the assumption of homogeneity, the Robust Test of 

Equality of Means, Brown-Forsythe, indicated that students perceived they were offered 

significantly fewer challenging tasks, Brown-Forsythe(1, 1405) = 279.50, p < .001, ηp² = 

.15; and significantly fewer tasks related to concepts-based learning, Brown-Forsythe(1, 

1481) = 208.97, p < .001, ηp² = .11, than did their teachers. For challenging tasks, the 

difference was large. The teachers also reported being given fewer real-life problems, F(1, 

1595) = 12.14, p < .001, ηp² = .01; fewer opportunities to evaluate solutions, F(1, 1561) = 

29.70, p < .001, ηp² = .02; and fewer opportunities for self evaluation, F(1, 1492) = 66.41, 
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p < .001, ηp² = .04, than did their teachers. Finally, they reported being offered 

significantly fewer activities associated with imaginative solutions, F(1, 1473) = 154.27, p 

< .001, ηp² = .09, and fewer opportunities to express diverse views, F(1, 1535) = 180.22, p 

< .001, ηp² = .10, than did their teachers.  Interestingly, students reported being more 

strongly engaged with independent projects than teachers realised, F(1, 1646) = 39.86, p < 

.001, ηp² = .02. 

Table 8.1 

Means and Standard Deviations for Scores on Pedagogical Strategies in Student and 

Teacher Surveys 

Pedagogical Strategies  Students  Teachers  
 M  SD   M SD 

Independent projects 
 

 3.94 .97  3.64 .98 

Gather evidence  
 

 3.87 1.01  3.81 .96 

Real-life problems  
 

 3.87 .87  4.01 .76 

Evaluate solutions 
 

 3.78 .90  4.01 .75 

Concepts 
 

 3.78 .89  4.34 .67 

Challenging tasks  
 

 3.75 .92  4.41 .63 

Creativity 
 

 3.69 .89  3.73 .97 

Imaginative solutions 
 

 3.67 .98  4.20 .72 

Diverse views 
 

 3.56 .94  4.12 .76 

Self evaluation 
 

 3.47 1.06  3.85 .81 

Task choices 
 

 3.10 1.03  3.68 .89 

Flexible grouping  3.07 .88  4.16 .79 
 

Note. Students (n = 802); Teachers (n = 867).  

There were, however, exceptions for teachers’ creativity (p = .391) and their ability 

to gather evidence (p = .215). A majority of students and teachers agreed (more than 61% 

of students and teachers for creativity, and more than 65% of students and teachers for 

gathering evidence) that these pedagogical strategies were being offered “often” or 

“almost always” to students (see Table 8.2).    



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   148 
 

Table 8.2 

Percentile Scores for Students’ and Teachers’ Perceptions of Teachers’ Pedagogical 

Strategies 

Item Pedagogical 
Strategies 

 % Never  % Rarely  % 
Sometimes 

 % Often  % Almost 
always 

   S T  S T  S T  S T  S T 
1 Task  

choices 
 

 6.6 1.1  19.3 7.5  40.9 32.2  23.9 40.9  9.2 18.3 

2 Flexible 
grouping 
 

 2.5 0.4  21.6 1.8  49.6 16.8  19.5 43.7  6.9 37.4 

3 Challenging 
tasks  
 

 1.6 0.0  7.6 0.4  25.2 6.7  44.9 44.8  20.7 48.1 

4 Self 
evaluation 
 

 4.2 0.0  12.8 4.6  32.8 27.2  31.8 46.8  18.3 21.5 

5 Diverse 
views 
 

 2.4 0.1  9.2 1.9  34.0 16.6  38.9 48.2  15.5 33.2 

6 Real-life 
problems  
 

 1.2 0.0  3.7 2.6  26.1 20.7  44.5 49.8  24.4 27.0 

7 Evaluate 
solutions 
 

 1.6 0.2  5.1 1.1  28.3 23.0  21.8 49.2  21.8 26.5 

8 Concepts 
 

 1.9 0.2  4.6 0.6  27.4 7.6  45.4 47.7  20.7 43.9 

9 Creativity 
 

 1.4 0.0  7.0 8.7  30.8 27.4  42.6 39.1  18.6 23.1 

10 Imaginative 
solutions 
 

 2.2 0.0  7.6 1.1  33.0 14.9  34.7 46.7  22.4 37.4 

11 Gather  
evidence  
 

 1.5 1.7  8.5 7.4  24.2 25.3  33.4 39.8  32.4 25.9 

12 Independent  
Projects  
 

 2.0 2.6  5.5 9.2  21.4 29.9  38.8 38.6  32.3 19.7 

Note. S = Students (n = 802); T = Teachers (n = 867). 12 items were selected from the student survey that 
corresponded with the items in the teacher survey. 

 Summary. The analysis revealed significant differences, with effect sizes ranging 

from small to large, in students’ and teachers’ perceptions for 10 of 12 differentiated 

pedagogical strategies. The students, on the whole, reported significantly less experience 

using differentiated strategies in the classroom compared to the teachers who believed 

these strategies were being implemented more strongly.   
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Students’ Perspectives of Their Classroom Engagement  

In this section of the chapter, the students’ perspectives of their classroom 

engagement in a differentiated learning environment are presented (research question 2). A 

total of 738 students provided written responses to the question, “How do you know when 

you are engaged in classroom?” Thematic analysis of the qualitative responses was 

undertaken and four categories were identified: learning and flow, substantive 

communication and interaction, teacher’s influence, and task. An overview of the 

categories and themes is presented in Table 8.3. To ensure the reliability of the coding 

scheme, inter-rater reliability was determined using data from 127 randomly selected 

students (15.8%). A second, independent rater (past gifted student) who was blind to the 

identified ratings, coded the data independently. Cohen’s Kappa was calculated with these 

data, and found to reflect a high level of inter-rater agreement (K = .86) (Fleiss, 1981, as 

cited in Robson, 2002).  

Learning and flow. The category, learning and flow, represented three themes 

associated with student engagement and are presented below (see Table 8.3). These 

include focus and flow, deep understanding, and enthusiasm to learn something new. 

Across all three themes, gifted students’ responses showed that they valued engaging in 

learning for meaning and deep understanding.     

Focus and flow. A little more than a quarter (27.8%) of the participating students 

in the study reported being engrossed in substantive learning and experiencing a dynamic 

sense of flow in their classroom experiences. As James1 (non-selective secondary; #392) 

stated, “I do not realise how fast the time goes and when the bell goes I am surprised”. 

Susan3 (OC primary4; #108) echoed these sentiments reporting that “I suddenly cannot 

                                                 
1 Student names are pseudonyms.  
2 #39 indicates 39th participant student from a particular school. 
3 No data were collected about student gender. Pseudonyms have been assigned to both genders.   
4 OC primary refers to primary school with Opportunity Classes.  
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hear anything except my task” (see further examples in Table 8.3). The students also 

articulated that engaging and challenging lessons helped them avoid boredom, with 

Ashleigh (selective secondary; #154) explaining that she is “…engaged in the classroom 

when the lesson is not so boring that I get drowsy or sleepy”. The students were focused in 

the classroom when they were given challenge with Alexander (non-selective secondary; 

#165) reporting that he is “…able to block out all distractions and [is] interested in what 

is being said”. A strong internal locus of control and self-realisation was evident in some 

students’ responses for staying engaged in the classroom. As Hannah (selective secondary; 

#237) reported, “I usually follow the incentive that if I am not engaged in my work, I will 

easily fall behind”. The focused desire to bring the tasks to conclusion was evident in 

Alice’s (OC primary; #37) statement, “I am so focused to complete all set tasks”. The state 

of flow and sustained focus on learning was linked to challenging and engaging learning 

opportunities for gifted students. 

Deep understanding. Deep understanding was identified as the second most 

common theme (20.9%) for promoting student engagement. Some students reflected upon 

being able to transfer their learning in different, unfamiliar contexts. As Olivia (selective 

secondary; #242) noted, for example, “You are engaged when you completely understand 

concepts and are able to replicate progress by yourself to different tasks”. The students 

expressed the view that deeper understanding of concepts led to the feeling of enjoyment 

and helped them get involved in peer interaction. Echoing this sentiment, Benjamin (non-

selective secondary; #62) reported that, “when you are understanding what you are 

learning about, contributing to class discussions and enjoying the class time, you feel 

engaged”. A few students made an explicit link between classroom engagement and 

understanding. Audrey (non-selective secondary; #4), for example, noted, “I know I have 
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had an engaging lesson when I leave the class having a stronger grasp on the topic 

discussed that day, without feeling like I need to teach myself”.   

Enthused to learn something new. Student enthusiasm for new learning was 

deemed significant for classroom engagement by a smaller number of students (14.8%). 

The students made explicit that their excitement and engagement in classroom was related 

to their spirit of inquiry and desire for learning. As Isabella (OC primary; #15) noted, “I 

am engaged if I feel excited to know, or when I am curious about what will happen next, or 

if the new topic was much BETTER than I had imagined!”. The enthusiasm of learning 

novel ideas and concepts was evident in Grace’s (non-OC primary; #39) observations, “I 

am engaged when I feel like I’m learning something new and it doesn’t always have to be 

fun”. Mark (selective secondary; #237) also echoed similar sentiments, “I know I am 

engaged in the classroom when I am making notes about important points, focusing, 

evaluating the material being taught and learning something new”. 

Substantive communication and interaction. The students’ responses about the 

category, substantive communication and interaction, represented three themes associated 

with student engagement (Table 8.3), and are presented below. Gifted students’ responses 

demonstrated that they valued inquiry and meaningful discussions, and enjoyed learning 

from their peers and teachers in learner-centred, differentiated classrooms.  
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Table 8.3 

Primary and Secondary Students’ Perspectives about Sources of Influence upon their Classroom Engagement (n = 738) 

Category Theme Percent 
 

Examples  

Learning and flow Focus and flow 27.8 
 

Students are focused on work, tend to lose track of time, and are deeply engrossed in a 
topic without consciously making an effort to do so. 
 

Deep understanding 20.9 
 

Students feel enjoyment when they completely understand concepts and are able to 
transfer their learning across different contexts. 
 

Enthusiasm to learn something new 14.8 
 
 

Learning new ideas and trying to develop new skills being taught is a source of fun for 
many students.  

Substantive 
communication and  
interaction 

Actively raise and respond to 
questions  

14.9 
 

Asking thoughtful questions to learn more and responding to a variety of questions lead 
to reflective conversations and promote student engagement. 
 

Engage in high level discussion 14.6 
 

Students enjoy high level class discussions in which anybody can take part. They find 
it a good way of sharing ideas and finding solutions to problems themselves, rather 
than being provided answers or made to work from a textbook. 
 

Collaborating with peers  7.3 
 

Working together and getting exposed to diverse opinions of peers is stimulating. 

Teacher’s influence Meaning-making   16.7 
 

Students are engaged when they listen with intent to their teacher about a topic of 
interest, and put things together to build a coherent perspective. 
 

Instructional pedagogy     11.7 
 
 

Students are engrossed in their learning when their teacher explains concepts well, uses 
a variety of pedagogical strategies in an interesting manner, and provides useful 
feedback. 
 

Task Interest  12.3 
 

Tasks that tap student interest lead to sustained enjoyment and enthused learning.  
 

Relevance and complexity   4.5 
 

Relevant and authentic tasks involving creativity and problem-solving lead to deeper 
engagement as students can relate to the challenging concepts in their everyday lives. 
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Actively raise and respond to questions. Responding to and raising questions in 

the classroom was perceived by 14.9% of the students as a driver of classroom 

engagement. The students were of the view that actively asking questions helped them 

clarify their misconceptions about ideas and gain deeper understanding of concepts with 

Henry (non-OC primary; #14) observing, “I ask thoughtful questions to learn more”, and 

Matilda (selective secondary; #32) noting, “When I ask questions and they are answered 

in a manner that I understand”. Some students expressed keenness to respond to questions 

when they were engrossed in their learning, with Liam (non-OC primary; #25) reporting, 

“I am desperate to answer a question”, and Zara (non-selective secondary; #17) 

explaining, “I am engaged when I’m constantly answering questions, laughing, helping 

other people learn”. The students also expressed the view that their ability to respond to 

questions demonstrated their level of understanding of the content. As Simon (selective 

secondary; #76) stated, “I know I’m engaged in the classroom when I am able to answer 

questions, [and] understand the topic of the subject”. The student responses overall 

indicated that engaging in high level questioning stimulated reflective conversations, 

deepened gifted students’ understanding, and promoted engagement in a differentiated 

classroom.  

Engage in high level discussion. Active participation in high-level discussions and 

interactions was perceived by 14.6% of the students as a source of classroom engagement 

for learning. As Daniel (OC primary; #65) noted, “I know I am engaged when I am 

presenting my ideas frequently and they are effective in reaching the overall goal of the 

discussion”. Isaac (OC primary; #117) also concurred, “Everyone gets involved and it is 

like a conversation”. Many students found discussions absorbing, with Elizabeth (selective 

secondary; #91) reporting, “I am engaged when I am adding to the class discussion”, and 

Hudson (non-selective secondary; #164) professing, “I feel like voluntarily participating in 
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class discussions”. Instead of remaining passive observers, students showed preference for 

active engagement. Sarah (non-selective secondary; #173), for example, affirmed, “I enjoy 

actively participating in class discussions”. Purposeful interaction was perceived by gifted 

learners as conducive to student engagement.  

Collaborating with peers. Engaging in cooperative learning was perceived by a 

small number (7.3%) of the students as a good opportunity to listen to and work with their 

peers, with Eva (OC primary; #28) discerning, “Everyone hears each other’s ideas”, and 

Madison (OC primary; #152) concurring that she gets engaged, “when I cooperate with 

others [and] when I get help or help other students”. The students expressed the view that 

collaborating with their peers helped them explore a diversity of perspectives and use 

different ways to interpret the same information. As Jacob (selective secondary; #1) 

observed, “It helps me to listen in on different opinions which then helps formulate my 

understanding of what we do in class”. Exposure to diverse opinions also stimulated some 

students’ divergent thinking, with Luke (OC primary; #68) recognising that “discussing 

interesting things with other people and sharing creative ideas make me feel engaged”. 

The students perceived collaboration with peers as a productive activity for developing an 

engaged community of learners.  

 Teacher’s influence. For the category, teacher’s influence, two themes associated 

with student engagement were identified: meaning-making and instructional pedagogy 

(Table 8.3). Teachers were perceived to make a difference in student engagement by 

enabling students to appreciate the value of learning activities. Many students indicated 

that the teachers sparked their desire to listen for understanding and engage in learning. 

The findings about the two themes are presented below.  

Meaning-making. The students (16.7%) expressed their desire to listen to the 

teacher attentively particularly when the topic was of interest or when they actively wanted 
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to make meaning in the classroom, with James (non-selective secondary; #33) noting, 

“When I actually listen I understand [emphasis in original]”, and Jessica (non-OC 

primary; #13) reporting, “I feel engaged when I want to listen and create my own 

understanding”. Similarly Lucy (selective secondary; #86) observed, “I listen without 

missing a word as there is an interesting/important topic at hand”, and Max (selective 

secondary; #258) professed that he gets engaged, “when I am listening with intent to the 

teacher and actually want to take notes so I understand”. Ivy (non-selective secondary; 

#125) explained that being attentive was easier when they were listening for 

understanding, “I am listening and actually taking in what the teacher is saying and I find 

it easy to concentrate”. Other students also affirmed this view, with Oscar (non-selective 

secondary; #63) reporting that “active listening and joining class discussions” promoted 

student interest, and Sophie (non-selective secondary; #91) contending that “listening and 

thinking at the same time” led to student engagement.  

Instructional pedagogy. Some students (11.7%) referred to their teacher’s ability 

to teach effectively by using a range of pedagogical approaches. The students commented 

upon their teachers’ capacity to explain the concepts well, with Emma (non-selective 

secondary; #118) stating, “When the teacher is explaining things in a way that I 

understand”, and Riley (selective secondary; #209) communicating that he gets engaged 

“when the teacher uses various formats to teach the content eg: textbook, media and 

explaining through speech and using the board”. A few students commented upon their 

teacher’s enthusiasm to inspire them, with Scarlett (non-selective secondary; #109) 

observing her engagement rising, “…when the teacher is motivated to teach us and is 

engaged as well”, and Sebastian (non-selective secondary; #132) also noting his own 

increased engagement, “when the teacher is enthusiastic about the lesson”. Some students 

commented about receiving constructive feedback from their teachers, with Summer (non-
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selective secondary; #30) recognising that “good reflection, feedback and recognition from 

the teacher” encouraged her to stay engaged and improve her work.   

Task. For the category, task, two themes associated with student engagement were 

identified: interest and relevance and complexity (Table 8.3). The students valued tasks 

which inspired interest, instilled deep thinking, and were relevant and authentic. The 

findings about the two themes are presented below.  

Interest. The students (12.3%) expressed the view that they engaged in a learning 

activity or a lesson when they were interested in the content or topic under study, with 

Connor (non-selective secondary; #15) affirming, “When the topic is interesting, I want to 

learn more”, and Emily (selective secondary; #340) expressing her sense of engagement, 

“when I find the topic fascinating and exciting”. Some students had prior knowledge of a 

topic and expressed personal interest for understanding it more. As Lucas (non-OC 

primary, #25) reflected, “I just feel passionate about the topic, such as our topic this term: 

Antarctica. I am doing environmental changes and I am very thoughtful about the 

environment”. The alignment of instructional content and activities with students’ 

individual interests ignited their engagement with the topic. As Chloe (selective secondary; 

#12) argued, “The content being taught needs to be of interest to students. When that is 

done, most of the time the students will be engaged and challenged”. When the teachers 

created tasks that tapped into the students’ interests and passion, the students reported 

being enthused about their learning.   

Relevance and complexity. Challenging and relevant tasks incited a small number 

of students’ (4.5%) interest and engagement in classrooms, with Georgia  

(selective secondary; #266) reporting that “I am engaged when I am challenged to the 

extent that is fun to learn”, and Holly (selective secondary; #196) explaining her increased 

engagement, “when the activity involves the class in thinking, not just taking notes from 
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the board”. The students were also motivated by the inherent complexity in tasks, with 

Xavier (non-OC primary; #19) identifying tasks that “involve creativity and problem 

solving”, and Dylan (selective secondary; #212) proclaiming his engagement, “when I feel 

as though I have made a connection between a problem and solution”. Student 

engagement was enhanced when the content was relevant to students’ lives, with Mason 

(non-OC primary; #18) recognising increased engagement with tasks “…that I can link to 

myself”, and Stella (selective secondary; #322) discerning, “You are able to remember 

what the teacher has said and you are able to apply this in everyday life”.  

Comparing Students’ and Teachers’ Perspectives of Classroom Engagement. 

In this section, I compare students’ and teachers’ perspectives of classroom engagement by 

analysing data emerging from gifted students’ interviews with teachers (n = 32), in which 

gifted student “co-researchers” asked teachers an identical prompting question to that 

answered by students in the online survey: “How do you know your students are engaged 

in the classroom?” Four key themes were identified in teachers’ responses: learning and 

flow, substantive communication and interaction, teacher’s influence, and task (see Table 

8.4). To ensure the reliability of the coding scheme, inter-rater reliability was determined 

using data from 12 randomly selected teachers (37.5%). A second, independent rater (a 

teacher) who was blind to the identified ratings, coded the data independently. Cohen’s 

Kappa was calculated with this data, and found to reflect a high level of inter-rater 

agreement (K = .85) (Fleiss, 1981, as cited in Robson, 2002).  

 Learning and flow. Both students (n = 802) and teachers (n = 32) indicated focus 

and flow as the top source of classroom engagement. More than half of the 32 teachers 

interviewed (59.4%) reported that an effective teacher creates learning experiences that 

generate focus and flow. During this state of flow, gifted students are engrossed in their 

learning. Patricia (selective secondary teacher) emphasised “…valuing emotional and 
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psychological wellbeing of students. Nothing is more important than their mental state of 

mind. Students will learn and sustain their focus when they are not distracted by other 

things on their mind”. While for students (20.9%), classroom engagement primarily meant 

deeper understanding of and engagement of complex concepts, for teachers (37.5%) the 

classroom engagement was primarily perceived by the extent to which the students were 

enthused to learn something new. As Heather (non-selective secondary teacher) noted, 

“There is a substantial conversational interaction between the students who are discussing 

a new topic or a particular question. Students portray their enthusiasm and are diligent 

enough to ask questions or participate in class discussions”. Six of the 32 teachers 

(18.8%) reported fostering deep understanding by differentiating learning. As Dennis 

(selective secondary teacher) explained: 

 
 I start by looking at what outcomes have to be taught. I then consider the learning needs 

 of the class–if I have a strong GAT class, there may be some outcomes which may 

 be taught very quickly, for example, top students don’t often help with identifying 

 information in a source so I will complete this outcome quickly by moving straight to 

 guided practice. This will allow for more time for extension activities which will  challenge 

 students and promote deep understanding.  

 
 Substantive communication and interaction. Compared to 14.8% of students, 

more than one quarter of teachers (28.1%) reported the use of skilful questioning on behalf 

of both teachers and students generated student engagement. Linda (selective secondary 

teacher) articulated that an effective teacher asks questions “to clarify misconceptions and 

deepen understanding”. Students could also be the source of communication and 

questioning strategies that promoted engagement. As Colin (non-selective secondary 

teacher) noted, “A prominent indicator is when students reciprocate and several students 

respond or seek to provide their responses to the question asked”. Warren (non-selective 
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secondary teacher) also acknowledged that on other occasions the students “may be 

undertaking their own independent learning and asking their own formulated questions”. 

While teachers perceived students’ engagement in high level discussion (21.9%) and 

collaboration with peers (18.8%) as key sources of influence for the category, “substantive 

communication and interaction”; fewer students identified engagement in high level 

discussion (14.6%) and collaboration with peers (7.3%) as key sources of engagement for 

this category (see Table 8.4). 

 Teacher’s influence. The teachers (12.5%) reported that using instructional 

pedagogy led to student engagement. Classroom engagement ensued when teachers used a 

range of pedagogical strategies in their instruction. As Michael (OC primary teacher) 

noted, “I use many strategies to keep students involved in learning such as group 

discussion, independent learning, and quiet time”. Compared to 16.7% of students, 6.3% 

of teachers reported student engagement when students wanted to listen for meaning-

making, with Anna (non-selective secondary student; #135) explaining that engagement 

ensues when, “…you listen intently and understand”, and Peter (non-selective secondary 

student; #11) reiterating the view that classroom engagement occurs, “…when I am focus 

on the topic listening to the teacher and understand what the teacher is saying”.  

Task. Compared to 4.5% of students, the teachers (15.6%) reported that tasks with 

relevance and complexity promoted student engagement. The connection between task 

relevance and engagement was evident in Louise’s (OC primary teacher) observation, 

“Students get engaged when I present information they can relate to”. While 6.3% of 

teachers reported that student engagement ensued when they were interested in the content 

or topic under study, 12.3% of students expressed interest in task as a source of influence 

upon classroom engagement, with Faye (non-OC primary student; #20) explaining her 

increased engagement, “…if it is a topic that I am interested in or know about”, and 
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Antonio (selective secondary student; #205) recognising his elevated interest, “…when I 

find the topic discussed interesting and engaging”.   

Summary. Students’ and teachers’ responses indicated both similarities and 

differences in their perceptions of factors that enhance classroom engagement. In terms of 

similarities, both students and teachers indicated focus and flow as one of the top sources 

of classroom engagement. Teachers and students hold different perceptions based on their 

role and their perspectives about learning. For students, thus, classroom engagement 

primarily meant deeper understanding of and engagement with complex concepts, 

meaning-making using higher order thinking, and interest in learning tasks. For teachers, 

the classroom engagement was primarily perceived by the extent to which the students 

engaged in high level discussion, raised questions, and demonstrated enthusiasm and 

excitement in their learning.  
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Table 8.4 

Students’ (n = 738) and Teachers’ (n = 32) Perspectives about Sources of Influence upon Classroom Engagement 

Category Theme  Percent 
 

 

Student Teacher 
 

 

Learning and flow Focus and flow  27.8 
 

59.4 
 

 

Deep understanding  20.9 
 

18.8  

Enthusiasm to learn something new  14.8 
 
 

37.5  

Substantive communication and  
interaction 

Actively raise and respond to questions   14.9 
 

28.1  

Engage in high level discussion  14.6 
 

21.9  

Collaborating with peers   7.3 
 
 

18.8  

Teachers’ influence Meaning-making      16.7 
 

6.3  

Instructional pedagogy      11.7 
 
 

12.5  

Task Interest   12.3 
 

6.3  

Relevance and complexity    4.5 
 

15.6 
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Students’ Perspectives of the Qualities of an Effective Teacher  

In this section, the findings about the participating students’ perceptions of the 

qualities of an effective teacher are reported (research question 2). A total of 742 students 

responded to the question, “What are the three most important qualities of an effective 

teacher?” Three key categories were identified: personal-professional disposition, 

pedagogical knowledge and skills, and professional practice.  An overview of the 

frequency of the categories and the associated themes is presented in Table 8.5. To ensure 

the reliability of the coding scheme, inter-rater reliability was determined using data from 

127 randomly selected students (15.8%). A second, independent rater (past gifted student) 

who was blind to the identified ratings, coded the data independently. Cohen’s Kappa was 

calculated with this data, and found to reflect a high level of inter-rater agreement (K = 

.82) (Fleiss, 1981, as cited in Robson, 2002).  

Personal-professional disposition. Effective teachers were perceived by students 

as caring and kind, and helpful and approachable. They were passionate and motivating, 

related to students well, and were demanding but fair. The students’ views about an 

effective teacher’s personal-professional disposition are reported below (see Table 8.5 for 

further examples).  
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Table 8.5 

Primary and Secondary Students’ Perspectives about the Qualities of an Effective Teacher (n = 742) 

Category Theme Percent 
 

Examples  

Personal-
Professional 
Disposition 
 

Kind, caring and patient 32.2 
 

Effective teachers engage in respectful listening to students, deal with restless children patiently, 
and care about their students’ lives in and out of school. 
 

Helpful and approachable 29.9 
 

Teachers put their heart and soul into helping their students and are always approachable.  

Passionate, motivating, and a sense 
of humour  
 

26.3 Exemplary teachers are passionate about their subject, students, and learning; teach by inspiration; 
have a sense of humour; and motivate students to strive to achieve their best potential.  

Relates to students well  
 

16.4 Teachers are able to connect with students, help them solve problems, and respect them as people.  

Demanding but fair 
 

14.8 
 
 

Effective teachers know how to “control” students to the level that they can enjoy the class and 
learn, are fair and unbiased, and exercise great judgments in classroom.  
 

Pedagogical 
Knowledge 
and Skills 

Clear explanations of concepts 
 

14.8 Teachers explain complex concepts in ways that students can understand clearly.  
 

Knows subject and students well 
 

14.2 Thorough understanding of the subject and students helps teachers create differentiated 
experiences.   

Excellent communicator  
 

11.2 Exemplary teachers possess highly developed communication skills to engage gifted learners.   

Insightful and fosters creativity  8.6 
 

Effective teachers promote originality and foster new ways of teaching to make learning fun.   

Professional 
Practice 

Learner-centred teacher 
 

38.1 Understanding that all students learn differently, adapting learning to suit individual needs, and 
respecting student choices are the hallmarks of a learner-centred teacher.  
 

Engaging teacher 
 

30.1 Successful teachers engage students with interesting problems making learning experience 
delightful.  

Creates a positive learning  
environment 
 

19.9 Creating an orderly and organised learning climate where students feel comfortable to ask 
questions and discuss with fellow classmates promotes student high performance.  

Uses a variety of pedagogical 
strategies 

18.7 Effective teachers use a range of interactive ways of teaching to engage students. They ask 
thoughtful questions, challenge students to think from different perspectives, regularly check 
students’ understanding of the subject, and provide students ongoing productive feedback.  
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Kind, caring, and patient.  About one third of the students (32.2%) indicated that 

kind, caring and patient teachers were effective in promoting their learning and growth. 

Amelia (OC primary; #65) observed that patience in teachers was “essential when dealing 

with restless children in an appropriate manner”. Students valued caring and kind 

teachers, with Stephen (selective secondary; #296) noting that an effective teacher 

“refrained from getting angry when I cannot understand something and ask the same 

question again”, with Justin (non-selective secondary; #2) stating that exemplary teachers, 

“…explained things well by being calm with students”; and with Julia (non-selective 

secondary; #149) professing that students regarded those teachers who “actually cared 

about their students’ lives in and out of school”. For Katie (selective secondary; #147), 

such teachers were “understanding of the fact that everybody learns in different ways”. 

The students expressed a shared view that caring teachers showed a concern for all 

students’ wellbeing and inspired students to engage in their own learning.   

Helpful and approachable. The students (29.9%) reported that helpful and 

approachable teachers were effective in facilitating their learning.  Dan (selective 

secondary; #161) noted that these teachers, “…help you if you are struggling and don’t 

wait for you to fall behind before helping”. The supportive teachers actively sought to 

assist the students in need, with Flynn (non-selective secondary; #48) observing that such 

teachers were “looking to help the individuals with specific problems”, with Lily (non-

selective secondary; #136) claiming that such teachers were “approachable and always 

available when needed”, and with Jasper (non-selective secondary; #45) discerning that 

these teachers were “always smiling when giving help”, and “helped in and outside of 

class and made you think”. Younger students made similar observations, with Mitchell 

(OC primary; #119) indicating that helpful teachers were “…always trying their best in 

teaching”, Blake (non-OC primary; #137) recognising that such “hardworking” teachers 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   165 
 

had a “commitment to their work”, and Mia (OC primary; #10) noting that these teachers 

were “determined to help and teach students”. 

Passionate, motivating, and a sense of humour. The students (25.1%) reported 

that avid teachers enthused them to learn. Students variously recognised inspiring teachers, 

with Harry (OC primary; #101) noting that these teachers were “full of enthusiasm and 

energy”, Evie (non-selective secondary; #66) expressing that they had a “passion for their 

subject”, and Ethan (selective secondary; #269) articulating that such teachers had “the 

ability to engage and interact with the students with a positive attitude”. According to 

Clare (non-selective secondary; #23), enthusiastic teachers were “ADAPTIVE” as “some 

students learn differently so by altering an activity to particular student/s they can engage 

them so the student learns more effectively” (emphasis in original). Effective teachers were 

able to motivate students to work, with Jordan (non-selective secondary; #77) noting that 

these teachers “constantly encouraged students to do their best and attempt everything”; 

and Ella (selective secondary; #254) observing that these teachers could “inspire and fulfil 

you to do better than what you already are and show you the lessons of life”. The students 

appreciated a sense of humour among teachers, with Joel (selective secondary; #327) 

expressing the view that his engagement increased when teachers were “humorous and fun 

to learn with”, with Bethany (selective secondary; #264) professing that effective teachers 

encouraged “integration of humour with learning in the class”; and with Hamish (OC 

primary; #42) acknowledging that he enjoyed teachers who were “funny, unexpected and 

exciting”. Teachers’ enthusiasm, motivation, and sense of humour were perceived as 

conducive to student engagement. 

Relates to students well. Effective teachers were perceived as being able to 

understand the importance of knowing and connecting with students by gifted learners 

(16.4%). Charlie (OC primary; #33) observed that these teachers were “able to connect 
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with students”, and Susanne (non-selective secondary; #4) opined that the teachers were 

“able to relate to the different ways students work best, not just sticking to one method of 

teaching”. According to Charlotte (selective school; #17), effective teachers took genuine 

interest in gifted learners by forming “a closeness and understanding of each student in 

their care”. Similarly, Imogen (non-selective secondary; #10) discerned that such teachers 

could “empathise with their students”, and Jayden (selective secondary; 134) commented 

that effective teachers were “able to understand any complications a student had in 

completing any work”. Some students focused on teachers’ ability to form respectful 

connections with students, with Lachlan (non-selective secondary; #12) contending that 

the teachers’ ability to foster connections with students was enhanced by developing “a 

mutual respect with their students”; Matthew (non-selective secondary; #184) noting that 

such teachers held “respectful authority”, and Brooke (selective secondary; #259) 

affirming that these teachers “treated the students as intelligent people” and did not “talk 

down to students”. Effective teachers formed deferential connections with students to 

assist them in their learning.  

Demanding but fair. The students (14.8%) reported that successful teachers 

maintained balance in the way they managed classrooms. As Claudia (non-OC primary; 

#21) noted, “To me, an effective teacher should have a balance between fun and 

seriousness and use a variety of ways to teach lessons”. Many students variously reported 

that effective teachers were demanding but fair, with Logan (OC primary; #97) identifying 

such teachers to be “a little strict but fun”, and Bryce (OC primary; #28) explicating that 

they were “not too strict but not too loose either”. Hayley (selective secondary; #209) 

indicated that an effective teacher “knows how to control the students to the level that they 

can enjoy the class, learn and not be strictly controlled by the teacher”, and Edward (OC 

primary; #41) proclaimed: “We work hard and play hard!” Effective teachers 
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demonstrated concern for treating students with fairness, with Samuel (non-selective 

secondary; #140) observing that these teachers “let everyone have a fair go in the class”, 

and Thomas (non-selective secondary; #92) reporting that they “treat EVERYONE equally 

and not just pay attention to particular students” (emphasis in original). Students 

commented about teachers’ sense of fair play, with William (non-selective secondary; #71) 

noting that there was “no bias”, and Nicole (selective secondary; #203) discerning that the 

teachers did not “deliberately penalise or aim personal vendettas against particular 

students”. The teachers’ ability to have a “relaxed control” and their sense of justice and 

fair play were perceived as conducive to student learning in the classroom.  

Pedagogical knowledge and skills. The students reported that effective teachers 

explained concepts clearly, knew their subject and students well, were excellent 

communicators, and were insightful thinkers (see Table 8.5). The students’ views about an 

effective teacher’s pedagogical knowledge and skills are reported below.  

Clear explanations of concepts. The students (14.8%) indicated that effective 

teachers provided cohesive explanations to support student understanding of concepts. The 

students variously commented teachers’ ability to provide clear explanations, with Gemma 

(non-selective secondary; #142) commenting that effective teachers “explain concepts 

effectively and simply”, Ebony (OC primary; #157) noting that they “make the key points 

very clear”, and John (OC primary; #150) reporting that these teachers “make sure that 

everyone can understand a problem or question”. Savannah (non-selective secondary; 

#35) explained that the teachers used “different ways to explain the information for 

different people/learning styles”. Kieran (non-selective secondary; #97) elaborated that 

these teachers “offered lots of different ways to make information more understandable 

(eg. mind maps, tables etc), including media (presentations, video clips, audio)”. Some 

students reported that they valued teachers’ thorough approaches to teaching complex 
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ideas. Annie (selective secondary; #36), for example, elucidated, “Teachers try to explain 

things in depth and they care about the need for everyone to understand them”. The 

students valued the teachers’ ability to provide clear explanations of different concepts and 

ideas. 

Knows subject and students well. The students (14.2%) indicated that effective 

teachers knew their subject and students well, with Jasmine (non-selective secondary; #7) 

reporting that they possessed “a wealth of knowledge that they are willing to share with 

their students”, Lisa (selective secondary; #175) noting that they had “a complete 

understanding of the subject they teach”, and Jack (selective secondary; #265) observing 

that they demonstrated “a willingness to go beyond what is in the curriculum”. Such 

teachers were perceived as knowledgeable about students’ developmental stages, with 

Alyssa (OC primary; #14) discerning that they knew “what a child’s thinking is like on a 

particular age and use that info through the lesson”, and Harrison (non-selective 

secondary; #167) articulating that that they understood students’ “strengths and 

weakness”. Similarly, Bella (primary secondary; #170) noted that these teachers had “an 

understanding that all students have a different level of skills”, and Brandon (non-

selective secondary; #134) observed that they took the time to “understand the needs of 

their students”. Effective teachers applied their knowledge of students’ stages of 

development in creating differentiated learning experiences.   

Excellent communicator. The students (11.2%) reported that effective teachers 

were excellent communicators. At the very outset, the teachers communicated the learning 

intentions to their students, with Callum (non-selective secondary; #162) reporting, “The 

teachers clearly state what is required and expected”, and Noah (selective secondary; #93) 

observing that they “communicate their expectations for me to work hard and to complete 

my work to the best of my ability”. Rhys (non-selective secondary; #27) observed that 
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“loud, clear voice, eye contact, hand movements, using persuasive or engaging language” 

enhanced a teacher’s communication and engaged students. Effective teachers’ 

communication was a two-way street, with Abbie (non-selective secondary; #78) noting 

that it encompassed “communication through the involvement of students”, and Stephanie 

(OC primary; #124) indicating that the teachers had “the ability to understand what 

students are asking”. Effective teachers were perceived as possessing highly developed, 

interactive communication skills to engage gifted learners.  

 Insightful and fosters creativity. Some students (8.6%) observed that effective 

teachers were insightful and possessed a high degree of intelligence, with Ava (OC 

primary; #16) observing that these teachers were “really smart and knew what they were 

getting at”, Abigail (selective secondary; #34) noting that they provided “intelligent, deep 

answers to questions”, and Archie (selective secondary; #138) stating that they had “good 

teaching ability”. Students noted that effective teachers fostered divergent thinking and 

creative ways to teach gifted learners, with Sara (OC primary; #2) indicating that these 

teachers “encouraged new, creative ideas and expected quality work”, and Mona (OC 

primary; #98) observing that they “made the activities fun and creative”. Students 

variously described their creative teachers, with Patrick (selective secondary; #271) noting 

that the teachers not only encouraged creative thinking but were also “creative in their 

teaching”, Mackenzie (OC primary; #47) asserting that they had a “different way of 

teaching compared to other teachers”, and Shane (OC primary; #42) proclaiming that they 

delivered lessons with “unexpected and exciting” moments of learning. Teachers who 

were creative thinkers and promoted creativity in gifted learners were perceived to ignite 

student engagement and student learning. 

 Professional practice. Effective teachers were learner-centred, engaging, fostered 

a positive environment, and used a variety of pedagogical strategies (see Table 8.5). The 
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students’ perspectives about an effective teacher’s professional practice are reported 

below.   

Learner-centred teacher. More than one third of the students (38.1%) reported that 

effective teachers were (a) focused on learning rather than teaching, (b) adapted learning to 

suit individual needs, and (c) respected learners’ choices. The students expressed the view 

that these teachers educated students effectively, with Harper (selective secondary; #313) 

commenting that they assisted students “learn new things [and] learn as much from 

students”, Madison (selective secondary; #268) observing that they were “open to being 

wrong”, and Sienna (selective secondary; #196) reporting that they “really cared about 

the students in the classroom whether they were learning from the lesson”. As Braxton 

(selective secondary; #211) opined, these teachers did “not just teach for an assessment 

but for the understanding and education of the students”. Such teachers, Eli (non-selective 

secondary; #181) noted, differentiated learning for individual students by “giving work 

that gets harder and harder from simple”. Echoing similar sentiments, Bonnie (selective 

secondary; #344) observed that they had the “ability to adapt to student needs” and “gain 

a better understanding of each individual, not just the class, that way helping individuals 

separately, when needed”; Monique (non-selective secondary; #93) reported that they 

“acknowledged students’ strengths and weakness and catered to them separately”; and 

Darcy (non-selective secondary; #190) commented that they used various modes of 

learning such as “class discussion, individual/group projects, class videos”. Furthermore, 

Casey (selective secondary; #310) expressed the view that effective teachers “give a 

certain amount of freedom in choosing what topics to complete assessment tasks”, and 

Marcus (OC primary; #102) argued that they “should let the children be more independent 

as high school will be hard for the student”.  The learner-centred teachers were perceived 
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as effective as they immersed gifted students in constructing their own learning, 

differentiated learning to meet individual needs, and provided freedom of choice.  

Engaging teacher. The students (30.1%) reported that effective teachers made 

learning absorbing. Rose (OC primary; #124) observed that the teachers had the ability “to 

make engaging lessons to educate as well as entertain students”, and Sean (selective 

secondary; #101) noted that they “teach the topic in a fun and creative way”. Zoe 

(selective secondary; #160) discerned that such educators “enjoyed being a teacher and 

wanted to teach”, and Holden (selective secondary; #198) affirmed that they “showed 

variety and interactive ways of teaching”. The teachers, according to Tahlia (selective 

secondary; #175), had “the ability to engage in interesting conversations and discussions 

with students [and] the ability to think of interesting ways to communicate potentially 

boring subjects or topics”. Alexis (selective secondary; #210) reported that the students 

were engaged in classrooms when the teachers “grasp and maintain students’ attention”. 

The teachers, Nicholas (selective secondary; #167) further spelt out, were “not boring, 

droning on long speeches, made the lesson more fun and interactive”. Carmel (non-OC 

primary; #3) also affirmed that she found the teachers engrossing “when they are having 

as much fun as us students, and when they love their job so they bring a positive attitude 

towards the class”. The students expressed the view that engaging teachers sustained high 

level of student involvement in tasks and made learning a delightful experience. 

Creates a positive learning environment. Effective teachers were perceived by 

students (19.9%) as skilled in creating an environment in which gifted students felt 

challenged and safe to explore and express their uniqueness. Scott (non-selective 

secondary; #7) noted that effective teachers were “able to control every student in the 

classroom and make the classrooms a comfortable environment to learn in”. Annabella 

(selective secondary; #236) observed that efficacious teachers had “a control over the 
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class, while maintaining an atmosphere where students feel comfortable to ask questions 

to students, and discuss with fellow classmates” because “otherwise it’s too noisy and 

distracting for learning”. These teachers were “concerned about the students’ safety and 

prevented them from doing dangerous activities”, Marlene (non-OC primary; #12) 

affirmed. Orderly teachers organised classroom space effectively, Jake (OC primary; 

#124) noted, and handled routine tasks efficiently, “so they know what they are going to 

do for the day”. Further, as Willow (selective secondary; #74) observed, effective teachers 

were able to “stay on track” and “keep the class focused”. Zoe (OC primary; #102) also 

affirmed that these teachers did not “go off subject in class discussions as this makes the 

student forget what was discussed before”, and did not “get distracted” while teaching. 

Further, these teachers had “the ability to keep students FOCUSED on the task”, professed 

Surya (selective secondary; #189, emphasis in original), and they were “attentive in class 

situations” to individual needs. The students observed that effective teachers were 

organised, orderly, and fostered high student achievement outcomes. 

Uses a variety of pedagogical strategies. The students (18.7%) observed that 

effective teachers used a repertoire of strategies to enhance student learning. Tegan (non-

selective secondary; #134) observed that the teachers used “a range of learning techniques 

i.e. not just lectures”, and were able to cater for “various learning styles (ie. class 

discussion, individual/group projects, class videos, etc)”. Accomplished teachers “used a 

wide range of resources to enhance student learning”, Margaret (non-selective secondary; 

#179) noted, and employed metalanguage of the discipline that the students “have to use in 

exam”. Constructive feedback from the teachers, carefully adapted to individual needs, 

was deemed valuable by the students, with Ashna (non-selective secondary; #100) noting 

that effective teachers had “the ability to regularly mark and give constructive criticism on 

work”, and Joy (non-selective secondary; #201) reporting that teachers provided regular 
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feedback especially on “assessments and assignments that have been submitted for 

marking”. The students expressed the view that effective teachers employed a range of 

pedagogical strategies to maximise student learning.  

Comparing Students’ and Teachers’ Perspectives of the Qualities of an 

Effective Teacher. In this section, I compare students’ and teachers’ perspectives of the 

qualities of an effective teacher by analysing data emerging from gifted students’ 

interviews with teachers (n = 32), in which gifted student “co-researchers” asked an 

identical question to that answered by students in the previous section: “What are the 

three most important qualities of an effective teacher?” Three key themes were identified 

in teachers’ responses: personal-professional disposition, pedagogical knowledge and 

skills, and professional practice (see Table 8.6). To ensure the reliability of the coding 

scheme, inter-rater reliability was determined using data from 12 randomly selected 

teachers (37.5%). A second, independent rater (a teacher) who was blind to the identified 

ratings, coded the data independently. Cohen’s Kappa was calculated with this data, and 

found to reflect a high level of inter-rater agreement (K = .82) (Fleiss, 1981, as cited in 

Robson, 2002).  

Personal-professional disposition. Both students (n = 802) and teachers (n = 32) 

identified kind, caring, and patient teachers as the foremost quality of effective teachers. 

Compared to 32.2% of students, about two-thirds of 32 teachers interviewed (65.6%) 

reported that effective teachers tend to be caring and nurturing, with Sandra (non-OC 

primary teacher; #6) describing an exemplary teacher as “someone who cares and builds 

rapport with students”. In comparison to 26.3% of students, 56.3% of teachers reported 

that an effective teacher is passionate and motivating, with Gregory (non-OC primary 

teacher) noting that an exemplary teacher is “passionate about making connection with the 

students, parents and school”, Elaine (selective secondary teacher) reporting that effective 
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teachers have “compassion and sympathy”, and Dawn (selective secondary teacher) noting 

that these teachers have “dedication and perseverance” and “enthusiasm and love for 

teaching and learning”. As Tina (non-selective secondary teacher) articulated, “You got to 

have a love of teaching—if you don’t love it then it’s not the right job for you!” Finally, 

compared to 16.4% of students, teachers (28.1%) also reported that exemplary teachers are 

approachable and are able to relate with students well.  

 Pedagogical knowledge and skills. Compared to 14.2% of students, about one 

third of teachers (31.3%) reported that an effective teacher knows subject and students 

well. Teachers variously commented on an effective teacher’s pedagogical approaches, 

with Valerie (selective secondary teacher) reporting, “I have the satisfaction of knowing 

that students have gained something from my lesson”, and Sheryn (non-selective 

secondary teacher) stating, “I allow for multiple perspectives and encourage abstract and 

conceptual ideas in the content and tasks given to students”. Compared to 14.8% of 

students, 6.3% of teachers identified providing clear explanation of concepts as a quality 

of an effective teacher. Simran (OC primary student; #68), for example, observed that 

effective teachers “…provide a coherent explanations of different concepts, and ensure 

that students understand them clearly”.  

 Professional practice. Compared to 38.1% of students, 21.9% of teachers 

identified effective teachers to be learner-centred. As Carol (selective secondary student; 

#313) noted an effective teacher not only “…helps learn new things, but learns as much 

from students”, and Elaine (selective secondary teacher) also observed that an effective 

teacher is not “the foundation of knowledge in front of the room but being a curious 

person in learning process”. Similarly, compared to 30.1% of students, 15.6% of teachers 

identified effective teachers to be engaging. Further, compared to 19.9% of students, 25% 

of interviewed teachers reported that an effective teacher creates a positive learning 
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environment. As Rhonda (non-selective secondary teacher) commented, “I create [a] 

friendly and calm environment while making sure lessons are creative and productive so 

students don’t lose interest”. Further, Graeme (selective secondary teacher) noted that an 

effective teacher “involves students in decision making in solving problems” and “adapts 

or changes plans or lessons to follow up on students’ interests or on students’ 

suggestions”.  

Summary. The students’ and teachers’ responses about the qualities of an effective 

teacher indicated similarities and differences between their perspectives. Both students and 

teachers identified kind, caring, and patient teachers as efficacious teachers. For students, 

effective teachers were primarily learner-centred who focused on learning rather than 

teaching, adapted learning to suit individual needs, respected students’ choices, had the 

ability to teach in an engaging and fun way, and were helpful and approachable.  For 

teachers, effective teachers were primarily passionate and motivating with a sense of 

humour, knew their subject and students, related well to students, and created a positive 

learning environment. There are, therefore, both synergies and differences in the students’ 

and teachers’ perspectives about the qualities of an effective teacher. 
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Table 8.6 

Students’ (n = 742) and Teachers’ (n = 32) Perspectives of the Qualities of an Effective Teacher  

Category Theme  Percent 
   Student Teacher 
Personal-Professional Disposition 
 

Kind, caring and patient  32.2 
 

65.6 

Helpful and approachable  29.9 
 

21.9 

Passionate, motivating, and a sense of humour   26.3 
 

56.3 

Relates to students well  
 

 16.4 28.1 

Demanding but fair 
 

 14.8 
 

9.4 
 
 

Pedagogical Knowledge and Skills Clear explanations of concepts 
 

 14.8 6.3 

Knows subject and students well 
 

 14.2 31.3 

Excellent communicator  
 

 11.2 12.5 
 

Insightful and fosters creativity   8.6 
 
 

6.3 

Professional Practice Learner-centred teacher 
 

 38.1 21.9 

Engaging teacher 
 

 30.1 15.6 

Creates a positive learning environment 
 

 19.9 25.0 

Uses a variety of pedagogical strategies  18.7 9.4 
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General Summary 

 In this chapter, gifted students’ perceptions of their teachers’ differentiated 

pedagogical practices, of factors that influence classroom engagement, and of the qualities 

of an effective teacher were compared with teachers’ own perceptions (research question 

2).  Significant differences in student and teacher perceptions were found for 10 out of 12 

differentiated pedagogical strategies, with students reporting less provision of these 

strategies than teachers.  Thus, although teachers believe that they are already 

implementing differentiating strategies for gifted learners, those same gifted learners 

themselves do not believe this to be the case.  

When the students’ qualitative responses about the classroom engagement and the 

qualities of an effective teacher were compared with those of the teachers, similarities and 

differences were found between their perspectives. Both students and teachers identified 

“focus and flow” as a key source of classroom engagement, and “kind, caring, and patient 

teachers” as effective practitioners. For students, however, classroom engagement also 

meant deeper engagement with complex concepts and meaning-making using higher-order 

thinking. For teachers themselves, classroom engagement was evident in high-level 

discussion, raised questions, and demonstrable enthusiasm and excitement in learning. 

Further, students’ responses indicated that effective teachers were primarily learner-

centred honouring individual needs, providing choices to students, and offering help as 

needed; whereas teachers’ responses indicated that effective teachers were passionate 

about their subject and teaching, and knew their subject and students.  

The variations in students’ and teachers’ perceptions of differentiated pedagogical 

practices and of effective teachers may go some way to explaining why students and 

teachers also rate the provision of differentiation in their own settings differently. I explore 

these possibilities further in the Discussion Chapter 10. In the next chapter, I focus on 
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principals’ perceptions of teacher practice and their self-reported leadership actions in 

implementing and sustaining school-wide differentiation for gifted learners. 
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CHAPTER 9 

RESULTS: PRINCIPALS’ PERCEPTIONS, UNDERSTANDING,  

AND SELF-REPORTED LEADERSHIP ACTIONS FOR  

DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING OF THE GIFTED 

 The purpose of this chapter is to report the principals’ perceptions, understanding, 

and self-reported leadership actions for school-wide differentiated learning of the gifted. In 

the first section, the principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of the use of differentiated 

pedagogical strategies are reported and compared (research question 3). In the next two 

sections, I report the case-study interviews with four exemplary principals. As the primary 

researcher, I conducted all four interviews. The principals’ understanding of differentiated 

learning for gifted students (research question 4a), and their self-reported leadership 

actions in implementing school-wide differentiated learning (research question 4b) are 

each presented in the two sections.  

Comparing Principals’ and Teachers’ Perceptions of the Differentiated Pedagogical 

Strategies being used by Teachers  

In this section, the principals’ perceptions of the differentiated pedagogical 

strategies that teachers in their schools use (research question 3) are compared with 

teachers’ own perceptions of their use of these strategies. As indicated in Chapter 7, 

teachers’ perceptions of their own differentiated pedagogical strategies were assessed 

using the scale, Differentiated Learning for Gifted and Talented Education (DiL_GATE). 

The principals’ perceptions of these same teachers’ pedagogical practices were assessed 

using an identical scale, Differentiated Learning for Gifted and Talented Education: 

Principals (DiL_GATE_P). This enabled direct comparisons to be made on 36 matched 

items (Table 9.1; also see Appendix M about percentile scores for principals’ and teachers’ 

differentiated pedagogical strategies).  
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To test for differences between the principals’ (n = 120) and the teachers’ (n = 

867) perceptions, a series of ANOVAs were performed. As 36 separate tests were 

performed simultaneously on the single data set, thus risking the inflation of Type 1 error, 

a Bonferroni adjusted alpha of .001 per test (.05/36) was used. Levene’s test showed that 

the assumption of equality of variances was violated for 15 cases (e.g., peer evaluation, 

problem finding, and project based learning), and in these cases equal variances are not 

assumed and Brown-Forsythe tests are used, instead.  

A significant difference was found for 25 out of 36 differentiated pedagogical 

strategies (see Table 9.1 for descriptive statistics). For strategies related to concept-based 

learning for the gifted, there was a significant difference between principal and teacher 

ratings. Principals reported significantly fewer tasks being used for concept-based learning 

than did teachers, Brown-Forsythe(1, 152) = 16.25, p < .001, ηp² = .017; significantly 

fewer activities focused on whole to part learning, Brown-Forsythe(1, 148) = 43.86, p < 

.001, ηp² = .049; and significantly fewer challenging tasks, F(1, 970) = 64.20, p < .001, ηp² 

= .062. The effect size was medium for challenging tasks.  

For strategies related to differentiated learning for gifted students, there was also a 

significant difference between principal and teacher ratings. Principals reported 

significantly fewer learning tasks that modify outcomes than did teachers, F(1, 975) = 

24.04, p < .001, ηp² = .024; significantly fewer opportunities to adjust individual practice, 

F(1, 972) = 35.94, p < .001, ηp² = .036; significantly fewer tasks that vary pace for gifted 

learners, F(1, 965) = 24.56, p < .001, ηp² = .025; significantly fewer tasks that link to 

existing knowledge, F(1, 971) = 71.88, p < .001, ηp² = .069; and significantly fewer 

opportunities to identify background knowledge, F(1, 975) = 34.13, p < .001, ηp² = .034. 

The effect size was medium for the strategy, link to existing knowledge.  
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Table 9.1 

Means and Standard Deviations for Principals’ and Teachers’ Perceptions of Teachers’ 

Differentiated Pedagogical Strategies 

Item Pedagogical Strategies  Teachers  Principals 
  

 (T) In my classes, I: 
(P) In my school, my teachers: 
 

 Means SD  Mean SD 

35 motivate and promote wellbeing of my students by 
building their self-confidence and publicly 
recognising their achievements    
 

 4.56 .59  4.33 .83 

8 plan curriculum to provide a variety of learning 
experiences  
 

 4.51 .62  4.23 .80 

36 liaise with parents/caregivers in order to foster home-
school partnerships      

 4.07 .91  4.15 .83 

2 teach by using examples and illustrations of concepts  
 

 4.34 .67  4.08 .69 

22 embed learning technologies into learning and 
teaching activities  
 

 4.14 .76  4.04 .80 

9 link new material to students’ existing knowledge  
 

 4.52 .59  4.01 .78 

12 use flexible within-class ability grouping to maximise 
student learning 

 4.16 .79  3.96 .92 

28 encourage student-student collaboration and 
discussion  
 

 4.24 .69  3.95 .73 

3 show how parts of the subject are interrelated  
 

 4.37 .64  3.92 .71 

7 set challenging tasks for all learners  
 

 4.41 .63  3.91 .70 

11 vary the pace of my lesson to cater for individual 
learning needs 
 

 4.22 .68  3.89 .72 

14 incorporate higher-order thinking into learning tasks 
 

 4.32 .69  3.89 .72 

13 use questions including analysis, synthesis and 
evaluation to stimulate whole-class discussion as well 
as individual reflection   
 

 4.26 .73  3.86 .68 

1 extend and/or modify syllabus outcomes to meet the 
learning needs of gifted students  
 

 4.21 .76  3.85 .81 

6 adjust the amount of individual practice that students 
need to master content  
 

 4.20 .71  3.78 .77 

5 incorporate students’ background understandings 
including cultural knowledge in teaching and learning  
 

 4.18 .75  3.75 .77 

25 have students to reflect on what they have learnt and 
how they think  
 

 4.04 .76  3.72 .74 

26 provide meaningful, positive feedback linked to 
explicit criteria 

 4.30 .68  3.72 .83 
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Item Pedagogical Strategies  Teachers  Principals 
  

 (T) In my classes, I: 
(P) In my school, my teachers: 
 

 Means SD  Mean  SD 

34 foster a challenging thinking climate  
 

 4.17 .74  3.72 .77 

23 encourage students to find solutions to real-life and 
authentic problems  
 

 4.01 .76  3.71 .79 

17 encourage students to explore diverse points of view 
to think about ideas in a different manner 

 4.12 .76  3.69 .78 
 

18 encourage students to offer imaginative solutions to 
problems  
 

 4.20 .72  3.65 .72 

24 make use of exemplars/model answers for analysis in 
whole-class discussion   
 

 4.03 .82  3.64 .75 

31 make use of project-based learning approach        
 

 3.65 .93  3.62 .76 

15 provide opportunities for students to select, 
implement and evaluate solutions to problems or 
issues  
 

 4.01 .75  3.60 .68 

30 encourage students to gather evidence from multiple 
sources through research-based techniques (e.g., 
print, surveys, interviews)  
 

 3.81 .96  3.51 .87 

29 encourage students to learn methods of inquiry, 
investigation, and research used by experts in 
different disciplines  
 

 3.69 .95  3.50 .85 

4 eliminate curriculum content for students who have 
already mastered it 
 

 3.60 .94  3.47 .81 

32 encourage students to undertake independent 
extended research project(s) 
 

 3.64 .98  3.46 .77 

20 get students to evaluate their own work  
 

 3.85 .81  3.45 .79 

33 actively teach study skills   3.69 .97  3.41 .84 

27 encourage students to pose their own problems or 
questions on a topic    
 

 3.73 .84  3.37 .74 

19 directly teach creative thinking skills  
 

 3.73 .97  3.34 .82 

16 provide students freedom of choice in a range of 
ways such as selection of topic & tasks, 
opportunities for self-directed learning  
 

 3.68 .89  3.26 .76 

21 encourage students to evaluate each other’s work  
 
 

 3.65 .86  3.24 .78 

10 bring experts/specialists to the classroom to share 
their knowledge with the students 
 

 3.10 1.02  3.14 .85 

Note. T = Teachers (n = 867); P = Principals (n = 120). The teachers and principals were given identical 
survey. Means of responses to 36 items are arranged in descending order for the Principal survey.  
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Similarly, for strategies about fostering collaborative learning among gifted 

students, there was a significant difference between principal and teacher ratings. 

Principals reported significantly fewer opportunities for questioning than did teachers, 

Brown-Forsythe(1, 161) = 35.99, p < .001, ηp² = .032; significantly fewer opportunities for 

student collaboration, Brown-Forsythe(1, 142) = 82.45, p < .001, ηp² = .106; and 

significantly fewer variety of experiences for gifted learners, Brown-Forsythe(1, 139) = 

13.53, p < .001, ηp² = .020. The effect size was medium for student collaboration.  

For strategies related to evaluation and reflection, there was also a significant 

difference between principal and teacher ratings. Principals reported significantly fewer 

opportunities for gifted learners to engage in self evaluation than did teachers, F(1, 965) = 

60.67, p < .001, ηp² = .059; significantly fewer tasks that provided feedback, F(1, 965) = 

194.49, p < .001, ηp² = .168; significantly fewer tasks that promoted student reflection, 

F(1, 966) = 29.23, p < .001, ηp² = .029. The principals, however, reported significantly 

more opportunities for peer evaluation than did teachers, Brown-Forsythe(1, 965) = 27.76, 

p < .001, ηp² = .028 (see Table 9.1). The effect size was large for feedback.  

For strategies related to divergent thinking, there was also a significant difference 

between principal and teacher ratings. Principals reported fewer opportunities for gifted 

learners to express diverse views than did teachers, F(1, 962) = 42.03, p < .001, ηp² = .042; 

significantly fewer tasks that promoted imaginative solutions, F(1, 964) = 176.69, p < 

.001, ηp² = .155; significantly fewer opportunities to embed learning technologies, F(1, 

968) = 32.89, p < .001, ηp² = .033; and significantly fewer tasks that fostered creative 

thinking skills among gifted learners, Brown-Forsythe(1, 174) = 12.76, p < .001, ηp² = 

.010. The effect size was large for the strategy, imaginative solutions.  

Similarly, for strategies related to higher-order thinking and challenging learning, 

there was a significant difference between principal and teacher ratings. Principals 
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reported fewer learning tasks that foster higher-order thinking among the gifted than did 

teachers, F(1, 967) = 39.50, p < .001, ηp² = .039; significantly fewer opportunities to 

evaluate solutions, F(1, 965) = 31.78, p < .001, ηp² = .032; significantly fewer tasks that 

address real life problems for the gifted, F(1, 970) = 15.91, p < .001, ηp² = .016; 

significantly fewer use of exemplars, F(1, 965) = 15.31, p < .001, ηp² = .016; significantly 

fewer opportunities to learn study skills, Brown-Forsythe(1, 171) = 18.03, p < .001, ηp² = 

.014; and significantly fewer opportunities to engage with a challenging environment, F(1, 

965) = 39.21, p < .001, ηp² = .039. 

Based on Bonferroni adjusted alpha level of .001 per test (.05/36), the differences 

in the perceptions between the principals and the teachers were found to be non-significant 

for the following pedagogical strategies: flexible grouping, F(1, 969) = 6.60, p = .010; 

compacting, Brown-Forsythe(1, 974) = 3.98, p = .046; use experts/specialists, F(1, 970) = 

.229, p = .632; topic choices, Brown-Forsythe(1, 963) = 6.57, p = .011; inquiry and 

research, F(1, 963) = 3.84, p = .050; gather evidence F(1, 964) = 6.43, p = .011; problem 

finding, Brown-Forsythe(1, 166) = 8.99, p = .003; project based learning, Brown-

Forsythe(1, 173) = 6.45, p = .012; independent projects, Brown-Forsythe(1, 169) = 7.46,  p 

= .007; motivation, Brown-Forsythe(1, 137) = 8.77, p = .004; and liaise with parents F(1, 

962) = 0.94, p = .332.  

In sum, for 24 of 36 differentiated pedagogical strategies for the education of gifted 

learners, the principals’ perceptions were significantly different from the teachers’ 

perceptions, with effect sizes ranging from small to large. For two thirds of the strategies 

listed, the principals reported these strategies being employed less often than did the 

teachers.  

To better understand the lack of congruence between the principals’ and the 

teachers’ perceptions of differentiated pedagogical understanding and strategies for 
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educating the gifted, interviews with four principals were undertaken. The principals’ 

understanding of differentiated learning for gifted students is analysed first, followed by 

their self-reported leadership actions for school-wide differentiated learning. 

Principals’ Understanding of Differentiated Learning for Gifted Students  

In this section, I report the case-study interviews that I conducted with four school 

principals. I report their understanding of differentiated learning for gifted students 

(research question 4a). Using content analysis, I identified five themes for the category, 

“principals’ understanding”. An overview of the themes with examples is provided in 

Table 9.2. To ensure the reliability of the coding scheme, inter-rater reliability was 

determined using data from all four principals. A second, independent rater (a principal of 

a selective secondary school) who was blind to the identified ratings, coded all four 

interview transcripts independently. Cohen’s Kappa was calculated with these data, and 

found to reflect a high level of inter-rater agreement (K = .84). The identified themes are 

presented below.  

Understanding of the need for school-wide differentiation. The four principals 

expressed a shared view that for effective differentiation across the school all teaching 

programs—supported by a recognition of student diversity and appropriate identification 

processes for gifted learners—should be differentiated to meet the individual learning 

needs of gifted students. When asked about her expectations from teachers about 

differentiation, for example, Sharon (non-selective secondary school) articulated her 

insistence that all teaching programs were designed to foster differentiated learning in the 

school: 

 
I insist that all teaching programs are differentiated. Every year I check programs and 

 look for that differentiation…that for the gifted and talented academic kids, there’s a 
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 different scope and depth, there might be different projects that the students do, [and] 

 how the students present their work or assessment tasks might be different.  

 
Two of the four principals, Stephanie (primary school) and James (selective 

secondary school), emphasised the need to view all students as a heterogeneous group with 

a diversity of abilities and gifts. When asked about her understanding of differentiation, for 

example, Stephanie (primary school) emphasised the need for valuing the unique 

differences among individual learners and honouring each gifted student’s needs:  

 
For me, differentiation is [about] valuing the difference in the classroom setting. It enables 

me to ask, “Okay, culturally, emotionally, academically, what does this child need?” You 

walk into the classroom: it’s engaging, it seems alive. If you see the work samples, it’s not 

twenty of the same. It’s a personalised learning environment.  

 
Similarly, James (selective secondary school) discussed the need to appreciate the full 

range of diversity in gifted students’ abilities and readiness:  

 
We got to appreciate that within that GATS [gifted and talented students] group in this 

selective school there is a tremendous range of abilities and needs so that we’ve got to be 

able to address those kids who sit at the very top end of the GAT scale, those kids who sit 

in the middle of the GAT scale, but also those kids here who don’t display, [or] don’t meet 

the criteria of gifted and talented yet. So, it’s being able to address all of their needs.  
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Table 9.2 

Principals’ Understanding of Differentiated Learning for Gifted Students 

Principals’ Understanding   Examples  
 

Understanding of the need for school-
wide differentiated learning  
  

 Meeting the cognitive and socio-emotional needs of diverse gifted learners requires school-wide approaches to differentiation. 
Accurate, timely and early identification of giftedness is a crucial first step in helping a gifted learner to fulfil her or his 
potential. Principals must support teachers in the desire and beliefs to make a difference in every gifted child’s life. 
 

Principals’ expectations  
of teachers   

 
 

Teachers need to have extensive knowledge of gifted students’ needs, collaborate with their peers to develop responsive 
programs, and engage students in challenging and authentic learning.  
 

Understanding of effective 
differentiated practice  

 
 

Effective differentiated practice includes involving teachers in setting school-wide goals for differentiation, using pre-
assessments to determine gifted learners’ prior knowledge and skills, planning conceptual differentiated units, providing 
opportunities for acceleration, and flexible routines for gifted learners.  
 
There is a focus on engaging students in higher-order thinking and substantive discussion, and ensuring that the tasks are 
significant and have real world connections.  

   
Understanding of the relationship 
between differentiated learning and 
assessment  
 

 
 
 

Assessments should be for learning in terms of where that learning can progress to next, and should be aligned with extended 
learning outcomes. In differentiated programs, assessments should be differentiated and aligned with differentiated outcomes.  

Alignment of perceptions about 
differentiated pedagogical knowledge 
and practice  
 

 
 
 
 

If there is a dissonance between principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of differentiated pedagogical practice in the classroom, 
it is because, among other reasons, the principals have the whole school perspective. They see across all curriculum areas. 
They also tend to have a broader understanding of effective practice whereas individual teachers tend to see it more often 
within the confines of their own subject.  
 
A sense of alignment among the principals’ and teachers’ perceptions about teacher practice is desirable as it ensures 
consistency of teacher practice across the school.  
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 When asked about their understanding of effective differentiated learning for gifted 

students, all four principals reported that identifying a student’s giftedness was considered 

by the principals a significant first step in ensuring that the student’s cognitive and socio-

emotional needs were met. All four principals also reported that identification processes 

were already in place at their schools. For example, Stephanie (primary school) discussed 

how the learning support team in her school facilitated the identification of gifted students’ 

progress in class and on assessments.  Jessica (primary school) similarly spoke about the 

collaborative processes at her school, involving a learning support team, previous year’s 

teachers, and current teachers of identified gifted students: 

 
We have an identification process in place and all of our identified students are placed on a 

register with supporting information. At the end of each school year our learning support 

team organises transition meetings for our identified students. Each student’s current 

teacher meets with the new teacher and discusses the strategies that have worked to date 

and what these children’s needs are. They talk about the areas of strength and the enablers 

that will allow the students to manifest their gifts.   

 
Both Sharon (non-selective secondary school) and Jessica (primary school) 

highlighted the importance of continually revising gifted and talented identification 

processes. Sharon reported cluster groupings of identified gifted students in her school. At 

the same time, Sharon pointed out that the identified students’ placements in these classes 

were regularly monitored to ensure that the rigour of the process was maintained: “Part of 

our program is that once you’re in the gifted and talented class you don’t automatically 

stay there”. Jessica (primary school) reported that the teachers in her school were vigilant 

in identifying signs of “hidden giftedness”, focusing particularly on gifted students with 

special needs such as gifted students with learning disabilities, underachievers, and 

students from culturally diverse backgrounds such as ESL (English as Second Language) 
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students so that their language needs are not masking the fact that they may be gifted in 

other areas. 

 Furthermore, James and Stephanie also pointed out that differentiated learning 

should not be viewed as a narrow construct (i.e., in academic terms only). While Stephanie 

(primary school) wanted her school community to “nurture the whole child”, James 

(selective secondary school) similarly advocated a holistic approach to differentiated 

learning:  

 
We certainly differentiate the curriculum in terms of the academics but I think the other 

important element in a selective school such as this is being able to provide enormous 

opportunities for extracurricular involvement that sits alongside the traditional curriculum 

patterns within the school…such as drama, public speaking, debating and competitions. It 

fits in very much with our school’s ethos about providing holistic education and that’s 

really what we push here.   

 
In sum, the principals emphasised the need for school-wide differentiation to 

ensure that the gifted learners’ individual needs were acknowledged and addressed in their 

schools. The principals expressed a shared view that accurate, timely, and early 

identification was regarded as a crucial first step in helping a student to fulfil her or his 

potential. The concept of differentiation for the principals was not about focusing on 

academics alone. The principals wanted their school communities to focus on holistic 

development of gifted learners.   

Principals’ expectations of teachers. When asked what they expected teachers of 

gifted learners to “know, understand and do”, all four principals expressed the view that 

teachers needed to have extensive knowledge of gifted students’ needs to develop 

responsive programs, and engage students in challenging and authentic learning.  
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With regards to student needs, for example, all four principals reported that for 

effective differentiation the teachers needed to know where each student was in her or his 

journey towards reaching the specified learning goal. For example, Stephanie (primary 

school) noted that at the commencement of a unit the teachers in her school “know what 

the child knows so you can see where the gap is that they need to know, not just teach the 

lesson because that’s what you planned”, while Jessica (primary school) made the 

observation that a deep understanding of gifted learners’ readiness, interests, and learning 

profiles allowed the teachers to develop units of study that align with what I term as 

“learner-centred” units of study.  

With regards to developing responsive programs, James (selective secondary 

school) noted the need for teachers to engage in responsive programming and regular 

professional learning from teacher perspective:  

 
I want to see teaching programs which are dynamic and proactive and responsive to the 

needs of each of the students. I want to see teachers experimenting with things. I want to 

see them taking risks. I want to see them trying out new things. I want to see them having 

engaging powerful dialogues with their colleagues both within the school and outside of 

the school. I want to see them embracing every professional learning opportunity that we 

can provide them with. Most of all I want to see them having a passion for teaching kids of 

this ability in this sort of a setting.  

 
In creating responsive programs, knowledge of gifted students’ needs and readiness helped 

teachers to collaborate with their colleagues during staff meetings. Both Jessica and 

Stephanie (primary schools) spoke about their teachers bringing differentiated work 

samples (e.g., from “low, middle and high achieving student”, according to Jessica) and 

their teaching programs to the staff meetings, and sharing them with their colleagues. They 

both reported that the teachers discussed their students’ learning progression and sought 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   191 
 

feedback from their peers about the impact of their teaching on the individual student’s 

learning.  

With regards to engaging students in challenging and authentic learning, Jessica 

(primary school) noted that when she visited the classrooms she focused not on the 

teachers but on what the students were doing. Jessica reported what she hoped to see in the 

classrooms:  

 
I think if I’m walking in just as an observer in the classroom then I would like to see 

children not only engaged but empowered in what they were doing as well. I would like to 

see that the children had chosen certain elements of the task and that they had a say in the 

direction that their learning was taking. 

 
On the other hand, Sharon (non-selective secondary school) communicated her 

expectations about what I term ‘learner-centred’ pedagogy where “students are the 

teachers sometimes”, and teachers engage gifted students in relevant and significant 

learning activities. Sharon added that in such learner-centred classrooms, there was 

discourse and extension of complex concepts, an inquiry-based approach to learning, and 

the teachers used, where appropriate, various gifted and talented models such as Maker 

(Maker, 1982) and Williams (Williams, 1993) to challenge gifted learners. Sharon reported 

that the teachers in her school needed to engage in authentic differentiated learning. She 

looked for genuine differentiation in all teachers’ programs so that gifted students were not 

disadvantaged by any teacher who teaches them. Sharon remarked: “To me, that’s equity”. 

Thus, the principals expressed the view that, for differentiated learning to be 

effective, the teachers needed to know gifted students’ learning needs, readiness, and 

learning profiles. The principals expected the teachers of the gifted to develop responsive 

and authentic programs that engaged and challenged the students. To develop such 
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programs and enhance their expertise in teaching gifted learners, the principals expected 

their teachers to undertake regular professional learning collaboratively.  

Understanding of effective differentiated practice. In response to my question, 

“How do you know when a teacher is effectively differentiating for gifted learners in the 

classroom?”, all four principals provided extended responses. I report the principals’ 

strategies for gaining an understanding of effective practice and their identification of 

effective differentiated practice.  

Strategies for gaining understanding of effective differentiated practice. The 

principals stressed that to be effective educational leaders they needed to have an 

understanding of their teachers’ practice. They reported a range of strategies for gaining 

such understanding. For example, both Jessica and Stephanie (primary schools) reported 

that regular discourse with teachers about their classroom practices provided them insight 

into how the teachers were meeting the needs of gifted learners. To Stephanie, “… it’s 

around the questions that [teachers] ask. They’re open ended, higher order. They’re 

constructivist based so that the children can bring it back to their real life experience. 

[Teachers] focus on the learning journey.” The principals shared the view that teachers 

should be involved in setting goals for school-wide differentiated learning.  

The principals also relied on their executive, including head teachers, to keep them 

abreast of teachers’ practices. James (selective secondary school) observed that the review 

of teachers’ programs provided school leaders a glimpse into teachers’ intended 

differentiated practices in classrooms:  

 
When we have a look at the independent individual units of work the teachers are 

preparing, we look for the evidence there— that there is opportunity for differentiation, 

that not every student is going to be taught the same way, that the teachers are looking at a 

range of opportunities for differentiation through assessment.  
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Jessica (primary school) deliberated about the power of shared dialogue that 

energised teachers in sharing their teaching practices:  

 
Teachers will come to me and say, “Oh, I just had the most amazing experience where we 

were doing this activity when I asked this question, and this student has come back and 

asked, ‘What about this, how about that?’” The students have come in with a whole new 

exciting idea and the lesson has gone in a direction that they [teachers] didn’t think it 

would go.  

 
Finally, Sharon (non-selective secondary school) reported listening to students’ 

own perspectives on teachers’ pedagogical practices in classrooms: “The kids talk about 

the work they do that encourages them to do their personal best. The kids talk about 

learning different content, [using] different processes, and having different products.” 

Interestingly, student voice was not mentioned by the remaining three principals, despite a 

commitment to student-centred pedagogies and practice reported by all.  

 Elements of effective differentiated practice. When asked about their 

understanding of teachers’ use of effective differentiation for gifted learners in the 

classroom, the principals reported their shared understanding that effective differentiated 

practice involved using pre-assessments for gaining prior knowledge of gifted leaners, 

integrating learner-centred approaches into teaching, planning concept-based differentiated 

units, having flexible classroom routines, and providing opportunities for acceleration 

when needed.  

The need to use pre-assessments of gifted learners before teaching a unit of study 

was highlighted by Jessica (primary school): “It’s not only knowing where the students are 

but also where they want to go”. A similar view was expressed by Stephanie (primary 

school): 
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Using learning tools like KWL [what a student knows (K), wants to know (W), and has 

 learned (L)] charts, you can see where the gap is, and not just teach the lesson because 

 that’s what you have planned. [The] focus [is] on the learning journey.  

 
Depending upon gifted students’ differentiated stages of learning (i.e., their levels of 

understanding of concepts, their levels of motivation, and the way they learn), the teachers 

provided differentiated pathways (i.e., differentiated content, process, or product) for 

students to demonstrate their understanding and mastery of specified learning goals.   

All four principals focused on learner-centred approaches to teaching in their 

schools to ensure differentiated focus on student growth and learning. For example, Jessica 

(primary school) explained the gradual shift taking place at her school from what the 

teacher wants to teach to what the students want to learn and where the students are in the 

learning continuum:  

 
So rather than saying “This is what I’m doing with my class”, they [teachers] would talk 

about their students from an Individual Learning Plan point of view, “For this particular 

student, this is where [we] are tracking in reading and writing, this is where [we] are 

tracking in numeracy, and these are the strategies that are planned for putting in place”.  

 
The principals noted the power of collaborative, learner-centred approaches for 

planning differentiated units of learning for gifted students. Stephanie (primary school) 

noted that collaborative planning promoted deeper understanding of developing 

differentiated units, provided ongoing opportunities to receive individualised feedback on 

planning and practice, and offered mutual support, “We emphasise collaborative planning 

on how you design your program. The teachers collaboratively write their reports. It has 

reduced their load and they don’t just feel individually responsible. They feel collectively 
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responsible.” Jessica (primary school) also emphasised the efficacy of collaborative 

planning:  

 
Teachers collaboratively plan and say, okay, how do we extend these outcomes, how can 

we deepen this content, how can we look at the processes in the class and make sure 

children have lots of avenues to show and demonstrate their learning?  

 
The principals reported that conceptual programming and focus on big ideas was 

critical to the intellectual development of gifted learners. They spoke about the power of 

concept-based learning to provoke curiosity and inquiry, and how conceptual thinking 

promoted the ability to transfer knowledge and skills across similar and diverse contexts. 

The emphasis on concept-infused learning was evident, for example, in Jessica’s 

observation:  

 
The teachers have a full day to plan their conceptual units and their literacy units. 

Conceptual programming makes it quite easy to map the extended outcomes and to deepen 

students’ understanding by asking the big questions and getting them to justify their 

responses.  

 
The need for challenge and complexity in individualised planning was also underscored by 

James (selective secondary school) who highlighted the value of backward mapping and 

whole-to-part concept-based learning in differentiated programming for gifted learners. 

James reported that concept-based learning helps students understand the 

interconnectedness in individuals’ lives, elevates student thinking, and creates motivation 

for learning.  

The principals acknowledged the need for flexible classroom routines such as in-

class ability grouping and pacing to cater for individualised learning experiences. Jessica 

(primary school) noted that grouping must be flexible to accommodate the growth of each 
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student. Jessica pointed out that flexible and open learner-centred environments provide 

students the opportunities to explore their imagination, try out new ideas and possibilities, 

and become autonomous learners. For Jenny, the impact of “flexible grouping 

arrangement” can be evident in “the level of enthusiasm and the level of importance that 

you see the child is putting into the task”. Jessica also emphasised the need for flexibility 

to be able to look back and acknowledge if the school did not get it right for identification 

processes for gifted learners:  

 
We need to consider what we do when we get it wrong. What do you do if a year or so 

down the track we start to question the accuracy of identification? How do we set the 

system up so that it’s a flexible model, where we’re not restricted in terms of children sort 

of moving in and out of classrooms and having an individual learning plan based on how 

they’re performing?  

 
Three principals expressed the view that flexible approaches to differentiated learning such 

as relaxing of time constraints enable gifted students to pursue their learning in more depth 

or move more rapidly through the routine curricular requirements.  

Finally, the principals pointed out that for differentiated learning to be truly 

meaningful, gifted students should be provided accelerated curriculum, where needed. All 

the principals reported that the gifted students were offered opportunities for acceleration 

in their schools. For example, James (selective secondary school) noted:  

 
We differentiate our curriculum by offering opportunities for acceleration courses in the 

school. We actually had a boy who came first in the State in mathematics whilst he was 

still in year 11. If these students had waited for year 12, they would probably still have got 

those outstanding results but why delay them by a year when they’re able to achieve earlier 

at that sort of a level?  
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Various forms of acceleration were reportedly available in the schools, including grade-

based acceleration and subject-based acceleration within the same year group. In an 

example of subject-based acceleration, for example, Sharon (non-selective secondary 

school) reported that opportunities for acceleration were provided to the students in 

Aboriginal Studies in Year 8 so that they could complete the Board requirements by Year 

9 and sit for HSC examination in Year 11. Grade-based acceleration was generally more 

limited than subject-based acceleration in the four schools, but was nonetheless available 

to gifted learners. Importantly, whether grade-based or subject-based acceleration was 

used, the principals reported that the identified gifted learners generally flourished when 

they were given the opportunities to accelerate.  

 In sum, the principals reported that the use of pre-assessments, learner-centred 

approaches to teaching, concept-based learning, ability grouping and varied pacing, and 

the provision of accelerated curriculum are effective forms of differentiation for gifted 

learners.  

Understanding of the relationship between differentiated learning and 

assessment. When asked about how syllabus outcomes, instruction, and assessment were 

aligned and differentiated for gifted learners, the principals emphasised the centrality of 

relationship between differentiated learning and assessment. The principals pointed out the 

need for a clear connection between the learning goals of a unit or a lesson (outcomes), 

how students would learn to attain the desired goals (instruction), and how the students 

would demonstrate if they had been successful in achieving the particular goals 

(assessment). As Jessica (primary school) explained: 

 
They [teachers] have a full day where they plan their conceptual units. They map the 

extended outcomes and make sure that the content is modified or deepened or extended 

where it needs to. A lot of it is about doing the pre-assessments beforehand and knowing 
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where the students are at and what where they want to go. But we would also be looking at 

ongoing assessment throughout the term, and we would have additional assessments items 

that map onto the extended outcomes that show the greater depth of understanding of 

concepts and how they transfer to the real world.  

 
Interestingly, Sharon (non-selective secondary school), however, pointed out the 

dichotomous tension between ongoing teacher practice, which is differentiated in her 

school, and annual school testing, which is not: 

 
Part of what I ask for in programs being differentiated is that the assessment tasks are 

aligned with the extended outcomes and pedagogy and are, therefore, differentiated. The 

exception is that we have yearly exams across the whole year and in those exams 

everybody does the same task. Otherwise we’re not able to say who came first in subjects 

for the presentation day. 

 
James (selective secondary school), too, cautioned the perceived nexus between 

assessment and reporting that was centred on narrow quantitative measures, “We have to 

get away from the notion that whatever you assess, you then report these in terms of marks 

and grades.” Indeed, all four principals shared the common view that assessment should 

not just be used as assessment of learning (summative assessment) but also to promote 

learning (formative assessment) of gifted learners. Formative assessment was perceived by 

the principals as an integral part of differentiated learning. The principals reported that a 

well-designed formative assessment such as a peer- or self-feedback (Stephanie) could 

provide students with critical feedback, improve student learning, and inform teachers 

about the effectiveness of their teaching. For example, James (selective secondary school) 

elaborated:  
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I think it goes back to what the purpose of assessment is: assessment of learning, and 

assessment for learning. I think we can’t escape from the assessment of learning in terms 

of meeting requirements for reporting to parents and certainly to ensure that we’re meeting 

syllabus objectives. But I think when we’re talking about differentiated curriculum we 

need to make a distinction between the two [kinds of assessments]. Learning in itself 

shouldn’t have any finite conclusion. It should be the next step towards the next phase of 

learning. Assessment should be for learning in terms of where that learning can progress to 

next.  

 
The principals also emphasised that teachers’ own reflective practice was 

fundamental in implementing a well-designed differentiated learning program. In Sharon’s 

school (non-selective secondary), teachers engaged in individual and faculty evaluations at 

the end of each unit of study, whereas in Jessica’s school (primary), teachers put aside time 

to assess and reflect, “What’s worked well this year? What would we like to change? How 

do we go forward? It’s taking the time to evaluate so that we can make decisions for the 

future”. Reflection meetings had been productive, according to Jessica, because “they do 

force teachers to be explicit. The difficulty and ease with which people can talk about an 

individual child tells you a little bit about the level of differentiation that’s happening in 

the classroom.”  

In sum, the principals reported that the alignment of differentiated learning 

outcomes, teaching strategies, and assessments ensured the efficacy of differentiated 

learning for gifted students. However, for end-of-year reporting purposes the reported 

student outcomes were based on summative assessments which were not differentiated. 

The principals also reported that the evaluations and reflections of teachers’ work were 

ongoing and collaborative. They were of the consensus view that the teachers engaged in 

self-assessment, reflection on practice, and ongoing professional dialogue with their 
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colleagues to enhance their classroom pedagogy and improve gifted students’ learning 

outcomes.  

Alignment of perceptions about differentiated pedagogical knowledge and 

practice. At the beginning of this chapter, I compared principals’ and teachers’ 

perceptions of the use of differentiated pedagogical strategies. As reported earlier (see p. 

184), significant differences in perceptions were found for two-thirds of strategies (24 out 

of 36) with the principals reporting these strategies being employed less when compared to 

the teachers. Interestingly, in their own interviews, the four principals acknowledged that 

their own perceptions of teachers’ pedagogy might not be congruent with teachers’ self-

perceptions. They suggested various possible reasons for the dissonance between 

principals’ and teachers’ perceptions about differentiated pedagogical knowledge and 

practice, including insufficient background and experience in GATE. They noted that this 

dissonance might be stronger in cases where teachers (or principals) did not have sufficient 

background and experience in teaching gifted students. Sharon (non-selective secondary 

school) and James (selective secondary school) both highlighted the importance of 

professional development in the education of the gifted for developing deep knowledge of 

giftedness and differentiated learning, with Sharon arguing that “…some schools might not 

have had professional learning in GATE as their key school target in the School Plans”, 

and James contending that:   

 
I think the teachers believe they’re doing it [differentiating curriculum]. I don’t think that 

they’re saying something that they don’t believe. But I think that that there are also some 

misconceptions in what they’re making reference to. Perhaps part of that is because they 

don’t have deep understanding of what is involved in implementing higher-order thinking 

skills or effective differentiation or how to vary pace. I think there needs to be more 
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professional development that provides them with the understanding to be able to make 

those judgements more accurately.  

 
Sharon (non-selective secondary school) and James (selective secondary school) 

both also noted that the principals may have had more rigorous expectations than teachers. 

James and Stephanie (primary school) referred to principals’ holistic perspectives about 

school-wide differentiation and their ability to grasp the big picture across all curriculum 

areas. They pointed out that the principals have an understanding of good practice across 

the school whereas individual teachers tend to see it more often within the narrow confines 

of their own subject area. As Stephanie put it, “The principals are focused on the output 

(i.e., valued added teaching and its validation); whereas the teachers pay attention to the 

input (i.e., their day to day experiences of teaching in the classroom).”  

 When asked how to develop a sense of alignment between the principals’ and 

teachers’ perceptions about teacher practice, Jessica (primary school) noted:  

 
I think it comes down to developing a shared understanding between the principal and the 

teachers about what giftedness is, what a higher order activity looks like, what substantive 

communication [is], what differentiation [is], so people can all be talking the same 

language.  

 
James (selective secondary school) in turn emphasised the need for teachers to extend 

beyond their own faculties and focus on school-wide, interdisciplinary approaches to 

learning:  

 
In a high school, I think you’ve got to get people out of their faculty areas more [and] get 

them working across the school. For example, we had our cross-curricular creativity 

project, Imagination First, here earlier this year and it gave teachers an opportunity to get 

outside of their narrow syllabus areas and see what was happening in other parts of the 
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school. I think if we can expand and elaborate upon that sort of a model then we start to get 

people seeing and believing what they can do. 

 
Sharon (non-selective secondary school) was, however, guarded about the 

possibility of developing greater aligned perceptions with some of the teachers in the 

school. Sharon commented about the challenges that she had encountered not only from 

the wider community but also from some of her own staff members about making special 

provisions for the gifted learners:  

 
There are teachers who are doing it [differentiation] in the classroom and they do the full 

gamut. [They] live it and breathe it. There are others who think it’s a chore. Every time we 

have enrichment days for gifted students through the year, I get complaints about why 

everyone isn’t having one. I even have staff who do it, “Why should just the gifted and 

talented kids have these extension days?”  

 
In sum, the principals shared the view that a more aligned, shared understanding 

among the school leaders and the teachers about the characteristics and elements of 

differentiated learning was needed in schools. The principals reported that the alignment 

between the principals’ and teachers’ perceptions about differentiated pedagogical 

practices would ensure consistency of teacher practice and, as a consequence, high 

performance outcomes for all gifted learners.   

Principals’ Understanding of Self-Reported Leadership Actions for School-wide 

Differentiated Learning    

In the previous section, the principals’ understanding of differentiated learning and 

pedagogical practices for gifted learners was presented. In this section, I report the 

principals’ understanding of their own leadership actions in implementing and sustaining 

differentiated learning (research question 4b). Using content analysis, I identified ten 
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themes related to the category, “leadership actions” (see Table 9.3 for an overview). To 

ensure the reliability of the coding scheme, inter-rater reliability was determined using data 

from four principals (100%). A second, independent rater (a principal of a selective 

secondary school) who was blind to the identified ratings, coded the data independently. 

Cohen’s Kappa was calculated with this data, and found to reflect a high level of inter-

rater agreement (K = .85) (Fleiss, 1981, as cited in Robson, 2002). The identified themes 

are presented below.  

Identifying and communicating a visible reason for change. The principals 

acknowledged that identifying a visible reason for change and communicating the goal 

clearly to the teachers was most desirable for building a shared sense of purpose. Stephanie 

(primary school) reported having clear, strategic targets which were aligned with the 

Region’s strategic directions, “Looking at the new strategic directions, it was very clear 

that we need to differentiate learning across Northern Sydney Region; and in the school 

that was the most important target.”  Stephanie emphasised the value of embedding key 

targets in the School Plan so that all staff members in the school knew about their 

responsibility to achieve the specified goal. To achieve the target of differentiated learning, 

Stephanie introduced structural changes in the school:  

 
I have changed the process of how we [organise] committees at the school. They’re not 

called committees. They’re called WIGS, short for Wildly Important Goals, using Stephen 

Covey’s phrase. I’ve got everybody using the same language. When we talk about having 

our WIGS meeting, I can see there is a shift from the “committee” approach which is an 

organisational structure, to a “group” approach which is a group of people responsible for 

some Wildly Important Goals [WIGS]. 

 
Stephanie explained that the WIGS group met twice a term. The group reported back at the 

staff meetings. Stephanie ensured everyone understood that such meetings were part of the 
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staff professional learning which meant that every staff meeting became more meaningful 

with everyone involved. The importance of the systems approach was evident when 

Stephanie explained how the School Plan provided strategic directional focus to all the 

stakeholders involved. James (selective secondary school) also conveyed the importance of 

articulating a clear reason for undertaking a major initiative to the whole school staff: 

 
I think you’ve got to model it first of all and believe in it passionately and get your staff on 

side to understand and accept why it’s such a high priority in the school. We put it 

[“leading differentiated learning”] down as a major school focus for next year so that we 

channel resources, time and professional learning into that particular area. We convey that 

message to the whole school, and it’s a message that comes out consistently from me as 

principal, from the executive and, therefore, it filters down to every member of the staff. 

Communicating the change initiative in itself was not enough. James (selective 

secondary school) explained that the message needed to be followed through by clear, 

specific strategies on how to achieve the specified strategic target. He identified a process 

of holding executive conferences every year followed by voluntary professional learning 

lunches where staff join together and are encouraged to have a dialogue about 

differentiation for gifted learners.   
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Table 9.3 

Principals’ Understanding of Leadership Actions that Support, Facilitate, and Sustain School-wide Differentiated Learning for Gifted 

Students 

Leadership Actions  
  

Examples  

Identifying and communicating a visible 
reason for change  

Educators have an obligation to make sure that they give every child that opportunity to engage in learning that’s 
appropriate for their particular level of ability.  
 

Setting up a guiding coalition   
 

Team building entails including all stakeholder groups within the school, developing teacher expertise, building trust among 
team members, and pursuing school goals collectively.  
 

Developing a shared vision and strategy  A shared vision of school-wide differentiation for gifted learners is that every teacher will know their children, their style of 
learning and their interests, and then will be able to build on that child’s capabilities so that each child feels confident and 
successful as a learner.  
 

Building and sharing knowledge and 
information 

To enrich understanding of differentiated learning for gifted learning requires a multi-faceted approach, including 
professional reading, attending professional learning workshops, and ongoing dialogue with experts and academics in the 
field.  
 

Enabling student voice 
 

It is about creating a learning climate that honours the capacity of young people to engage in learning as partners. But the 
school is not there, yet.  

  
Committing resources to foster collective 
capacity of staff  
 

Building collective capacity of teachers entails planning, ongoing program reflection meetings, developing Individual 
Learning Plans (ILPs), annual review meetings, and regular reflections. Differentiation is the primary focus for all of these 
activities. 
 
Building teachers’ expertise for educating gifted learners requires that teachers’ professional learning is evidence-based and 
collaborative, and involves ongoing reflection and feedback.  
 

  
 

 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING         206 
 

Leadership Actions  
  

Examples  

Empowering teachers for school-wide 
differentiation 

Empowering teachers for school-wide differentiation requires distributing leadership, trusting teachers, and providing time 
for teachers to discuss and reflect on student learning. 
 

 Collaboration of groups and collaborative projects across stages where there’s a level of peer mentoring and coaching 
empowers teachers to achieve school goals.   
 

Acknowledging teachers  
 

Recognising teachers publicly for their valued contributions in differentiation for gifted learners builds momentum in 
achieving school goals.   

  
Embedding changes into school culture  Developing a culture of excellence in the school is about having high expectations and setting aspirational targets. 

Embedding changes into school culture requires aligning school systems and processes with new initiatives such as school-
wide differentiation. However, it is people who change first. Cultural change always comes last.  

  
Setting sustainable future directions  Setting sustainable future directions in differentiated learning means innovating learning, developing differentiated units for 

gifted learners, engaging students’ voices in school improvement, building learner-centred approaches to student learning, 
and continued professional learning of teachers in educating the gifted.  
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The principals reported the importance of having clarity of communication and 

keeping a sustained focus on building a shared sense of purpose in the school community 

through specific, concrete, and practical strategies.  

Setting up a guiding coalition. A ‘guiding coalition’ is defined here as a team of 

staff members who can promote and facilitate the change process in the school towards a 

common goal. The exemplary principals’ responses indicated the need to build a guiding 

coalition who could facilitate differentiated learning in the classroom by guiding and 

supporting teachers across the school. For example, Jessica spoke about developing people 

by providing individualised support, offering intellectual stimulation and modelling 

appropriate values and practices: 

 
It’s about believing in people. At the core of most teachers is that willingness, that 

 enthusiasm and desire to make a difference in every child’s life. It’s looking at 

 individual teacher’s strengths and acknowledging it and valuing it. [It’s about] knowing 

 that part of the role of leadership is to help [teachers] build on those strengths and to 

 help them get to the next step in their own learning.  

 
The principals reported that team building entailed developing expertise of 

teachers, building trust through lots of conversations and joint activities, and pursuing a 

shared goal which appealed to “both the head and the heart” (Stephanie, primary school). 

James (selective secondary school) similarly reported that the guiding group of staff 

members help develop a shared sense of purpose among teachers so that “individual 

teachers stop thinking of my students in my classroom, and start thinking of our children in 

this school.” 

Developing a shared vision and strategy. In response to the question, “What role 

do you see teachers playing in creating the vision?”, the principals shared the view that 

the guiding vision for the future must be a shared mental image of what a school or 
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classroom might look like in a changed and improved state.  During our interview, 

Stephanie (primary school) opened a folder containing each teacher’s personal vision 

statements and explained that the enactment of personal visions integrated with a shared 

sense of school vision spurs teachers’ motivation to achieve the desired goals: 

 
I shared their [teachers’] personal mission statements with all the parents at the 

 Education Week. I shared them in the newsletter. I said to the teachers, “Right, you 

 guys have the most amazing aims, beliefs and passion. How do we bring that back to 

 the children? 

 
Developing a shared image of the future was integral to Stephanie’s vision in the school:  

 
We want to teach our students how to care, respect one another, achieve their personal 

goals and lead successful lives. Making a true difference. Working [together], we [staff] 

were laughing, playing, dreaming, leading and then we put them [mission statements] up 

around the staff room.  

  
For Jessica (primary school), “the vision can only be a vision if the whole school is 

brought into it”. Jessica explained that in her school, the senior management team has 

been very mindful and purposeful about what messages are communicated at the 

administrative meetings, team leader meetings, grade meetings, and professional learning 

meetings. The leadership team in the school ensured that a strong message about 

implementing differentiation in classrooms was shared with teachers. Jessica also regularly 

reminded teachers about the impact they can have upon children’s learning.   

 Painting the mental picture about his school’s future vividly, James (selective 

secondary school) hoped to attain consistency across the school, “For me, personally, if I 

could walk into any classroom in this school in any faculty area at any time and see 

evidence that there was differentiation happening that would be a wonderful moment for 
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me.” However, James noted that differentiation was not a school-wide phenomenon yet, 

and that only pockets of it were happening in the school. James hoped for a greater 

consistency in the school so the students could walk into any subject with any teacher and 

have the same sort of methodology coming through in differentiating learning for gifted 

students.  

 The principals spoke about their student-centred visions and reported that a guiding 

vision would be embraced by the staff members if the school leaders developed a shared 

image of the preferred future in collaboration with the teachers.  

Building and sharing knowledge and information. When asked how they 

continue to enrich their understanding of differentiated learning for gifted learners, the 

principals reported that they developed their own knowledge and understanding through a 

variety of avenues such as professional reading, attending professional learning 

workshops, and discussions with experts. Sharon (non-selective secondary school) 

highlighted the value of having an academic mentor from a university, for example, while 

Jessica stressed the importance of modelling to her staff in building new knowledge, 

“Keeping myself immersed in what counts; being proactive and getting involved. I can 

only help my staff in moving forward with student learning if I’m actively engaged with 

them in the process.” 

Although these knowledge-building pathways were diverse, all four principals 

readily reported engaging in, and leading, differentiating learning for gifted students. 

Despite having a busy daily schedule the principals acted as lead learners in their schools 

and created the time to continue to learn from and grow with their colleagues.  

Enabling student voice. In response to the question, “How do you incorporate 

gifted students’ voices into planning and evaluating teaching practices to ensure their 

needs are being met?”, the principals generally reported that their schools tended to use 
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student voice more as an opportunity to communicate ideas and opinions rather than as a 

means for enabling students to influence change or help improve teaching and learning. 

James (selective secondary school) noted, “I am big on it and it’s an area that I still 

haven’t explored to the depth that I want to.  This is something that I believe we need to 

look at.” Sharon (non-selective secondary school) similarly spoke about infusing student 

voice in teaching and learning:  

 
Students aren’t basically involved in planning. I know some teachers [who] as part of their 

teaching a unit or a topic take evaluations from the students at the end of it. So they’re 

getting some feedback. But probably out of all of the questions, it’s one thing that I think 

we are probably a bit deficient in.  

 
 Stephanie (primary school) also reported that enabling student voice needed greater 

focus in her school and described current efforts as “almost tokenistic”. Although children 

were given opportunities to engage and listen to one another via Student Representative 

Councils and other pathways, no mechanism currently existed for student voices to be 

heard by their teachers. Stephanie deliberated about the notion of enabling student voice 

beyond the classroom in the future. She expressed the view that student voice could also 

be used in the selection panel for appointing teachers in schools, “If I had my way, every 

time you had a selection panel you’d have the children. But look, you can’t do everything 

in one hit. These are things that will be developed over time”.  

Amongst the four principals, Jessica (primary school) alone had concrete 

mechanisms in place to promote student voice in her school. Nonetheless, she too 

expressed the need for further work:  

 
Part of it is through the student leadership opportunities that we have in the [school]: …the 

executive roles that they take on, the eco-ambassadors, and even in the playground where 
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the house captains run playground programs. I think our teachers are very respectful and 

open to the students’ ideas for what needs to happen around change in the school. But 

we’ve still got a way to go in that area.  

 
In sum, the principals expressed a shared view that student voice in the schools was 

used more to seek opinions, or feedback at the end of a teaching unit. However, the 

principals expressed their keenness to use student voice in improving learning and 

teaching, generating greater student autonomy, and increasing student engagement. 

Committing resources to foster the collective capacity of staff. Professional 

learning was identified by the principals as foundational for leading change in schools. 

When asked how they enhance professional learning of staff in meeting the needs of gifted 

and talented students, the principals were of the consensus view that collective capacity 

building (i.e., teachers working and learning together) had a strong impact on teacher 

effectiveness, generated commitment among teachers, and led to improved student 

outcomes. Stephanie (primary school) explained how she continues to promote the 

collective efficacy of teachers, “We have stage meetings so every fortnight they undertake 

professional learning and they talk about it in their teams. We use PMI charts to do that. 

We use an action learning approach, so it’s about mentoring, coaching others.”   

Stephanie expressed the view that professional learning of teachers needs to be 

linked to the School Plan, data-informed, and focused on students’ achievement outcomes:  

 
We make sure that teachers understand the importance of differentiation through 

professional learning sessions at the school that are linked to the management plan. We 

look at the data, look where the gaps are, and then we focus on the [required] professional 

learning.  
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The principals ensured that professional learning of teachers for educating the 

gifted students was given due primacy in their schools. Sharon (non-selective secondary 

school), for example, encouraged teachers to undertake professional learning in educating 

gifted learners:  

 
It [educating the gifted] is a high priority in this school. I put time into explaining to people 

how our gifted and talented classes are created, why they’re there and the need and 

importance to cater to those kids. I support teachers going on any professional learning to 

do with gifted and talented teaching and learning.  

 
Given her background in the education of gifted students, Sharon often conducted 

professional learning of the teachers herself at the school so that it was embedded in 

practice. However, if the staff members undertook any professional learning outside the 

school, Sharon expected them to share their knowledge with the rest of the staff team. 

Investing school resources to maximise teacher learning was acknowledged by 

James (selective secondary school) as a significant step towards building a foundation for 

school effectiveness, “We’re putting our budget together for our professional learning 

strategy for next year. I would envisage that a significant part of next year’s professional 

learning funds will be channelled towards differentiation”. Understanding giftedness, how 

gifted students learn, and the distinction between giftedness and high achievement were 

perceived by Jessica (primary school) as vital for meeting the needs of gifted learners. 

Jessica also reported that for building the collective capacity of teachers, a clear learning 

focus was maintained for each of the four terms of the school year, and any administrative 

work during the team meetings was kept to a minimum:   

So each week in the meetings, professional learning might be about [bringing] evidence or 

work samples, a narrative about the student who needed the most support in numeracy or it 

might be about conceptual programming. The focus has to be about student learning. 
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Thus, the principals considered evidence-based, collaborative professional learning 

for educating the gifted as a key strategy for improving student outcomes. The principals 

shared the view that collective capacity building of teachers helped make their practices 

public, made teachers accountable to one another, and created greater impact upon both 

teachers’ and students’ learning.  

Empowering teachers for school-wide differentiation. In response to my 

question about the most successful strategies for school-wide differentiation, the principals 

noted that teachers on their own could not be very effective unless a school-wide approach 

was taken to meet the learning needs of gifted students. Sharon (non-selective secondary 

school), for example, ensured that the whole school was involved in meeting the needs of 

the gifted:  

 
I actually think nearly everything that you do in gifted and talented education and what 

you want a gifted and talented classroom to look like is actually applicable on a whole 

school level. That’s also a message that my staff would have from me.   

 
However, making differentiated practices transparent to other teachers was reported by the 

principals as potentially demanding. Jessica (primary school) addressed this issue by 

ensuring that the focus of peer observation was not the teacher but the students in the 

classroom:  

  
We have a very open transparent school in terms of watching each other’s practice. Part of 

what helps with that is to keep the focus on what the children are doing in the classroom. 

That makes it a little bit less intimidating for a teacher. It also means that we are less 

worried about how polished and slick it looks, and we are looking at what actually makes 

the impact on student learning.  
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In addition, for Stephanie (primary school), collaborating with the parent 

community meant that the parents were familiar with differentiated practices so the 

teachers could communicate with the parents in a more meaningful manner about their 

children’s learning:  

 
I think schools often identify [giftedness], bring a child into the gifted and talented 

program and then you don’t know what’s happened. There’s a vacuum in communication. 

So I’m trying to bring the communication back into a collaboration between school and 

home.  

 
The principals acknowledged that they could not achieve change single-handedly. 

Empowering teachers to showcase their practices of educating gifted students to their 

colleagues was perceived as a rewarding professional learning strategy. While Sharon 

(non-selective secondary school) encouraged teachers to share their strategies of 

differentiation for gifted learners on school development days, Jessica (primary school) 

employed strategies such as mentoring the staff members, enabling teacher leadership, and 

exercising distributed leadership. As Jessica elaborated, “It’s strong mentoring and it’s 

putting the time into the mentoring. Each executive has team leaders and committee 

leaders that they are working with. We distribute leadership through strong mentoring.” 

Development of effective practitioners of differentiated learning through modelling and 

mentoring was also supported by James (selective secondary school), “When you have 

young inexperienced teachers, you are able to pair and buddy them up with successful 

teachers who are doing these exciting, innovative and exemplary practices.”  

Having trust in the executive and encouraging the teachers to build their expertise, 

according to James, helped foster school-wide implementation of differentiated practices, 

“I rely and I trust my head teachers to be supervising at a faculty level. And if 

differentiation is not happening in classrooms then I would like to be able to support those 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   215 
 

teachers with relevant professional learning.” For Jessica (primary school), keeping the 

fire within the teachers alive and valuing the ongoing development of teachers was critical:   

 
It’s never losing sight of the fact that at the core of most teachers is that willingness and 

that enthusiasm and desire to make a difference in every child’s life. But for that to 

manifest and actually make a difference in the school you have to empower people. [It’s] 

knowing that a part of the role of leadership is to help teachers build on [their] strengths 

and help them get to the next step in their own learning. 

 
The principals reported that empowering teachers to differentiate learning 

facilitated school-wide differentiation. The principals were involved in actively developing 

exemplary practitioners, distributing leadership, and encouraging teachers to showcase 

their best practices in the school. The principals expressed the view that when teachers are 

enabled to make improvement in student outcomes they work collaboratively in building 

engaged learning communities.   

Acknowledging teachers. Planning deliberately for short-term wins, highlighting 

successes as a direct result of an initiative, and recognising teachers for their meaningful 

contributions were some of the key measures that the principals reported as significant in 

achieving the shared school vision and goals. Sharon (non-selective secondary school) 

reported regular acknowledgement of those teachers who had continued to make a 

difference:  

 
We have a morning tea every Thursday and the main thing I do is [to] acknowledge and 

recognise people who have done things beyond the call of duty or where kids have had 

great success. As part of School Development Day, I get these people who have done great 

differentiation and really made a difference to talk to the whole staff about what they are 

doing that is actually making a difference.  
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 Acknowledging ongoing successes of teachers helps build momentum towards the 

change vision. At the same time, James (selective secondary school) pointed out that while 

he continued to celebrate the teachers’ work, he was also conscious of the fact that many 

of his colleagues considered it as part of any good teacher’s vocation:  

 
In our newsletters, I am constantly putting out items of success and achievement. While I 

acknowledge the students who are involved, I never fail to also acknowledge the teachers 

[who] lie behind those projects. I think it’s hard sometimes also to adequately recognise 

staff in terms of the hours of work that they put into projects. Quite honestly, sometimes I 

don’t think the staff really want to be acknowledged. They do it because it’s what they 

love doing. 

 
The principals were of a consensus view that the value of teacher recognition was 

to reaffirm in the minds of teachers that the evidence-based strategies for differentiation 

were working. The principals publicly acknowledged the “change agents” for their hard 

work. They ensured that ongoing acknowledgement of teachers’ successes provided 

meaningful milestones to achieving the shared school vision.  

Embedding changes into school culture. The principals highlighted the need to 

institute the changes into school culture in response to new initiatives such as school-wide 

differentiated learning for gifted students. They reported that school culture was not 

something one could change easily. They emphasised that cultural change always came 

last: after the teachers’ actions had been successfully altered, and after the staff members 

had seen the connection between the new actions and the improvement in student 

outcomes. Jessica (primary school) noted that bringing cultural change requires a lot of 

ongoing conversations, as without ongoing dialogue and support the staff members are 

often reluctant to embrace new practices:  
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I don’t think you can do it all. I think it’s about the distributed leadership. It’s about having 

those discussions with your leadership team and then with your teachers. And it’s about 

empowering and trusting your teachers. There’s a need to put some money into providing 

time for teachers to observe what children are doing in each other’s classroom and to 

reflect on that. 

 
James (selective secondary school) believed that teachers tend to thrive in a high 

performance culture, arguing that “It’s about developing in the school a culture of 

excellence. It’s about having high expectations… I think there’s always scope for 

improvement. You have to keep setting aspirational targets.” James discussed strategies 

for ensuring that the previous culture did not reassert itself. He explained that the executive 

in his school used the teachers’ annual review process to ensure that new differentiated 

practices were documented and encouraged.   

 In sum, the principals expressed a shared view that they employed a range of 

approaches such as aligning school systems and processes with the new initiative and 

ensuring that the teachers could visibly see the results of the change initiative. The 

principals engaged teachers in ongoing professional discourse, and helped them understand 

that people change first as cultural change always comes last.  

Setting sustainable future directions. When asked about the future directions that 

need to be undertaken to support differentiated learning for gifted students, the principals 

reported that setting sustainable future pathways of successfully implemented practices in 

schools was essential. The principals identified student voice as something they would 

wish to develop further at a sustainable level to enhance learning and teaching in their 

schools. Stephanie (primary school) noted that the school needed to utilise “student voice 

and sustain where we’re going in terms of school planning and professional learning”. 

Stephanie wanted to ensure that “the alignment of people’s capacity” and all strategic 
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change efforts were “linked back to the purpose of what we do”. A similar focus on 

student voice and sustained professional learning in differentiation was reported by Jessica 

(primary school), “We have work to do in regard to supporting teachers in differentiation 

and in making sure the conversations are around what the children are doing and 

achieving.” 

Innovating learning, developing differentiated units, and building learner-centred 

approaches to student learning were the core of sustainable future directions for James 

(selective secondary school). He also spoke about developing productive partnerships with 

universities to bridge theory and practice, and prepare effective teachers for educating the 

gifted:  

 
You know the other area I think we could also be looking at is what’s happening in 

 terms of teacher training before they get to our schools. We have a lot of students 

 coming here from the universities to do their practicums. I’m not sure that we’re  tapping 

in enough into what’s going on at the university level.  

 
Stephanie (primary school) reflected about the holistic dimension of differentiated learning 

in the future:  

 
In the end it’s about heart and spirit, isn’t it? And that’s what differentiation is. It’s not just 

purely academic. If you know a child [and] what motivates them then we’re doing the right 

job. Because what do we remember when we went to school? It’s not just the strategies. 

It’s who cared. High expectations. And the belief that a child can do it. 

 
The teachers, according to Jessica (primary school), need to identify key “learning 

windows” in the classroom when they could generate enthusiasm about their own learning, 

“It is about teachers recognising where those key moments are, where they can push the 

children on, and how to get them excited about new possibilities.” Building sustainable 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   219 
 

future pathways required that all educators worked in concert for engaging and challenging 

the gifted learners. James (selective secondary school) reflected:  

 
I think we have an obligation not just in selective schools obviously but I think in every 

school to make sure that we give every child that opportunity to engage in learning that’s 

appropriate for their particular level of ability. Rather than have the one size fits all model, 

what we’ve got to try and do is look for every possible opportunity to break out of that 

mould of the one size fits all and create a new mould for every child. I’ve got seven 

hundred and twenty five boys here. I’d like to have seven hundred and twenty five 

different moulds that each of them can fit in. 

 
The principals expressed the view that building sustainable future directions 

requires engaging in school-wide differentiation, embedding student voice into learning 

and teaching, building responsive teaching programs, sharing leadership widely, and 

ensuring that the new practices are part of the school culture so that all teachers understand 

the rationale for differentiated learning of gifted students. The principals were of the 

consensus view that mere speeches and pronouncements are not sufficient in leading 

change. They reported that high performance cultural change requires ongoing, sustainable 

leadership actions.  

In sum, the insights of exemplary principals reveal that in order to enact school-

wide differentiation for gifted learners, effective principals establish a visible reason for 

the change initiative, form a powerful guiding coalition of teachers to facilitate 

differentiated learning across the school, and develop and communicate the shared vision. 

They build the collective capacity of teachers through ongoing professional learning, 

promote learner-centred approaches to teaching by enabling gifted students’ voices, 

acknowledge teachers’ contributions, and consolidate and anchor changes into the school 

culture.  
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General Summary 

In this chapter, the principals’ perceptions of teachers’ differentiated pedagogical 

practices, their understanding of differentiated learning and of their self-reported 

leadership actions in implementing and sustaining differentiated learning were presented 

(research questions 3, 4a and 4b). ANOVAs were performed, and significant differences 

were found between the principals’ and the teachers’ perceptions of differentiated 

pedagogical strategies being used in their schools. The principals suggested a host of 

possible reasons for the dissonance between the perceptions of principals and the teachers, 

including the disparities between their understanding, attitudes, and experiences about 

educating the gifted. The principals also suggested a range of strategies to foster aligned 

understanding between the principals and teachers for educating gifted learners.  

The principals expressed the need for a deep and rich understanding of 

differentiated learning for gifted students, including knowledge of gifted learners’ 

readiness and needs, early identification of gifted learners, and planning concept-based 

differentiated units of study to engagement in ongoing program evaluation and reflection. 

To implement and sustain differentiated learning for gifted students, the principals 

expressed a shared view that school-wide leadership actions were essential for building a 

shared vision, developing effective staff teams, enabling student voice, generating short-

term wins, instituting changes into the school culture, and setting sustainable future 

directions. These findings are discussed further in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 10 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to examine teachers’, students’, and principals’ 

perceptions of giftedness and education for gifted learners. Particular attention was paid to 

each group’s perceptions of differentiated learning opportunities for the gifted.  

In this chapter, I discuss the findings of the study in four sections. In the first 

section, I discuss teachers’ attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners (research 

question 1a), and teachers’ perceptions of their own differentiated practices for gifted 

learners (research question 1b). In the second section, I examine students’ perceptions of 

teachers’ differentiated pedagogical strategies, and their perspectives of classroom 

engagement and the qualities of an effective teacher. I compare these perceptions with 

those of teachers (research question 2). In the third section, I examine the similarities and 

differences in the perceptions of principals and teachers about differentiated learning 

(research question 3). I then discuss principals’ understanding of, and their self-reported 

leadership actions for, school-wide differentiation for gifted learners (research question 4). 

In the fourth section, I draw the above three sections together by illustrating a 

representation of school-wide differentiation for gifted learners. I conclude the discussion 

by examining implications for practice, limitations of the study and implications for future 

research.  

Teachers’ Attitudes towards Giftedness and Perceptions of their own Practices  

 In this section, I first discuss the study’s findings about teachers’ attitudes towards 

giftedness and gifted learners (research question 1a). I then discuss the study’s findings 

about teachers’ perceptions of their own differentiated pedagogical strategies for gifted 

learners (research question 1b).  
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 Teachers’ attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners. The study’s findings 

indicated that four main factors were associated with more positive attitudes towards 

giftedness and gifted learners. These factors were (a) current teacher employment in 

selective schools, (b) holding qualifications in GATE, (c) holding position of 

responsibility in GATE, and (d) engagement in professional learning in GATE. In contrast, 

teachers in non-selective settings, and teachers without expertise or professional learning 

in GATE, reported less positive attitudes towards gifted students and pedagogical 

strategies for differentiated learning. These findings are consistent with previous research 

which has also demonstrated positive attitudes held by teachers who work in selective 

settings (e.g., Lassig, 2009), hold qualifications in GATE (e.g., Chessman, 2010), hold 

position of responsibility in GATE (e.g., Bangel, Moon, & Capobianco, 2010), and 

undertake professional learning in GATE (e.g., Geake & Gross, 2008).  

Interestingly, the number of years of teaching experience in the classroom did not 

predict positive attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners. Those with more years of 

experience held no more positive or negative attitudes than those who were just beginning 

their careers. Past research (Bégin & Gagné, 1994b; Perković Krijan & Borić, 2015) 

demonstrates that teachers with the number of years of general teaching experience did not 

report any difference in their attitudes towards pedagogical approaches. Similar (but more 

nuanced) findings emerged in this study about teachers’ perceptions of differentiated 

pedagogical practices for gifted learners. While teachers with more general classroom 

experience were more likely to support the provision of acceleration and content 

differentiation than were less experienced teachers, they were no more likely to support 

any other differentiated practice (e.g., outcomes, process, and product differentiation). The 

lack of support for differentiated practices by teachers with years of general teaching 

experience could be due to their lack of experience in working with gifted students, lack of 
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appropriate pedagogical content knowledge for educating them, or inconsistent school 

policies for educating gifted learners (Chessman, 2010; Cramond & Martin, 1987; Lassig, 

2009).  

 However, the above finding that teachers with more general classroom experience 

were supportive of acceleration and content differentiation specifically, but not any other 

forms of differentiation, is unexpected and requires further consideration. Recent research 

shows that teachers typically attribute more negative outcomes to acceleration than 

positive ones (e.g., Rambo & McCoach, 2012). Similarly, teachers with a high number of 

years of teaching experience have also been found not to possess positive attitudes towards 

acceleration (Hoogaveen et al., 2005). However, there is no documented evidence of the 

association of teachers’ years of teaching experience with their attitudes towards strategies 

for content differentiation specifically. It is possible that the support for acceleration and 

for content differentiation, particularly by experienced teachers, was influenced by the 

administrative school region in which this particular study took place. As noted in Chapter 

6, the Northern Sydney Region was comprised of a number of schools with high 

achievement records and a number of selective schools. Differentiated practices of 

acceleration and of content differentiation had long been heavily supported at the 

leadership level (i.e., school principals, school education directors, and regional director; 

see Appendix N for the Northern Sydney Region 2012-2014 Plan). Thus, experienced 

teachers may have had greater opportunities to observe the positive effect of acceleration 

and the use of advanced content with gifted learners. This exposure may, in turn, have 

enabled them to see beyond the commonly-held stereotypical interpretations about such 

educational interventions (see Jung, 2014) and, thus, focus on their positive impact.  

It is not surprising that teachers with professional learning in GATE showed 

positive attitudes towards gifted learners and towards differentiation for the gifted: this is 
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precisely what such learning targets. Past research has shown that engagement in ongoing 

professional learning in GATE fosters positive attitudes towards gifted students and their 

education, deepens understanding of gifted students’ learning needs, gives teachers 

vocabulary to frame their thinking about gifted learners, and equips them with practical 

skills for differentiation (Adams & Pierce, 2004; Geake & Gross, 2008; Gross, 1994; 

Gubbins, 2008, 2014; Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Lassig, 2009; McCoach & Siegle, 2007; 

Megay-Nespoli, 2001; Rowley, 2012; Tomlinson et al., 1995; Tomlinson et al., 1997; 

Westberg et al., 1993). 

 More interesting, however, is the finding that exposure to gifted learners and gifted 

education practices in selective settings foster positive teacher attitudes. As discussed in 

Chapter 3, sociocultural environments shape both our beliefs and our attitudes (see Ajzen 

& Fishbein, 2005). Regular contact with gifted students may, therefore, assist teachers in 

gaining insights into gifted learners’ interests and in developing rigorous educational 

options to meet their diverse needs (Bégin & Gagné, 1994a, 1994b; Jung, 2014; Lassig, 

2009; Olszewski-Kubilius & Dixon, 2008). In this study, for example, James (selective 

secondary school principal) also noted that teachers working with gifted students in his 

school were “sensitised to the needs of gifted learners” and tended to have positive 

attitudes for educating the gifted. Employment in selective schools provides teachers 

opportunities to more closely observe the range of issues that affect gifted students in 

practice (Lassig, 2009). It may also be the case that regular exposure to gifted learners 

enhances teachers’ self-efficacy to address the needs of gifted learners (Tomlinson, 2012) 

because those teachers who feel more confident about using differentiated pedagogical 

practices also come to view differentiation as more valuable. 

 Teachers who held qualifications in GATE in this study—in particular, those 

possessing postgraduate qualifications in GATE—held significantly positive attitudes 
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towards a range of differentiated pedagogical strategies. Research shows that teachers who 

undertake formal qualifications in GATE are also likely to hold positive attitudes towards 

giftedness and gifted learners, are able to identify gifted children more effectively than 

untrained teachers, and use teaching strategies they did not know before their training 

began (Borland, 1978; Chessman, 2010; Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Gross, 1997a; 

Plunkett, 2000a). Furthermore, many students who participated in the current study also 

identified their teachers’ expert knowledge of the subject and the field as one of the key 

characteristics of effective teachers of the gifted, as echoed in previous studies (Siegle et 

al., 2014; Vialle & Tischler, 2009).  

Similarly, teachers who held positions of responsibility in GATE (e.g., a GATE 

coordinator) also reported positive attitudes towards gifted learners and to a range of 

differentiated pedagogical provisions. This is not surprising as, like teachers in selective 

schools, they too are frequently exposed to gifted learners and are more likely to develop 

insights into gifted learners’ needs. They are likely to have volunteered for these positions: 

thus suggesting pre-existing positive attitudes, too. In addition, these teacher leaders are 

likely to coordinate the programs and provisions for educating the gifted in schools, offer a 

series of teacher professional development opportunities with an emphasis on 

programming for gifted students, be readily accessible to consult with teachers 

individually and/or groups in addressing the diverse needs of the gifted, and offer a range 

of networking opportunities (Matthews & Foster, 2005). Finally, in developing initiatives 

for GATE in their school, the teacher leaders are afforded additional opportunities for 

mentoring and reflection. They act as coaches in supporting teachers, especially novices, 

and are willing to share their expertise, instructional materials, and other resources in 

educating the gifted (Tomlinson et al., 1995). 
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The findings regarding differentiated learning of gifted students hold somewhat 

challenging implications for the improvement of teacher attitudes towards gifted learners. 

For example, it is often not possible to give all teachers exposure to a large body of gifted 

learners in non-selective schools, in contrast to teachers in selective schools who 

experience regular exposure to gifted learners. While exposure to gifted learners may be 

limited in practical terms to all teachers in non-selective schools, it is nonetheless 

important to consider the research literature on the diversity and heterogeneity of gifted 

learners (e.g., Clark, 2013; Reis et al., 2015) which means it is likely that these teachers 

will encounter at least some gifted learners in their classrooms each year. As such, the 

finding that professional learning in GATE is also associated with improved teacher 

attitudes offers the most substantial promise for the wider teaching community. Effective 

professional learning in GATE is also positively associated with both teachers’ efficacy 

and teachers’ sense of efficacy beliefs (Dixon, Yssel, McConnell, & Hardin, 2014). It 

might, therefore, be suggested that the study’s findings highlight the importance of 

offering all teachers specific and targeted professional learning in GATE (Bangel et al., 

2010; Cramer, 1991; Cross & Dobbs, 1987; Feldhusen, 1997; Gallagher, 2000; Parke, 

1989; Toll, 2000; Tomlinson et al., 1994).  

  Teachers’ perceptions of their own pedagogical strategies. Three constructs 

related to teachers’ self-reported use of differentiated strategies (i.e., content 

differentiation, process differentiation, and product differentiation) were assessed in this 

study. These were in addition to the more general investigation of teachers’ attitudes 

towards giftedness and gifted learners, discussed above, and highlight the extent to which 

teachers believe they employ differentiation in practice. The results once again indicated 

that teachers who (a) worked with gifted students in selective settings, (b) held 

qualifications in GATE, (c) held positions of responsibility in GATE, or (d) engaged in 
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professional learning in GATE, were more likely to hold positive perceptions about 

differentiated pedagogical strategies for gifted students (research question 1b). This section 

builds on the previous section by offering additional insights into teachers’ positive 

attitudes and their resultant supportive actions. In particular, this section demonstrates that 

teachers holding positive attitudes towards gifted learners (due to their expertise and 

experience in GATE) were also found to be supportive of using differentiated pedagogical 

strategies for gifted students in the classroom.  

 With regards to content differentiation, for example, teachers who taught in 

selective schools, held qualifications or positions of responsibility in GATE, or engaged in 

professional learning in GATE rated their use of concept-based learning, exemplars, and 

whole to part learning significantly higher than teachers without knowledge or experience 

in GATE. They also recognised a greater need for engaging gifted learners in higher-order 

thinking, linking new content to prior knowledge, exemplars, and appropriate feedback. 

With regards to process differentiation, teachers with knowledge, responsibility, or 

background in GATE rated their use of provisions such as within-class ability group 

interaction, varied pacing, and adjusting the amount of individual practice higher than 

teachers without expertise in GATE. Similarly, with regards to product differentiation, 

teachers with knowledge, position, or background in GATE rated their use of provisions 

such as independent learning, problem-based learning, real-life problems, and inquiry and 

research higher than teachers without knowledge or expertise in GATE. They also 

recognised a greater need for providing gifted learners product choices, promoting 

creativity in products, encouraging self and peer evaluation, and fostering metacognitive 

reflection on student work.   

As in the previous section, these findings again demonstrate the importance of 

professional learning, experience, and expertise in GATE. Teachers who had this 
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background held views consistent with recognised best practice in the field for 

differentiating content: demonstrating an understanding that gifted students require content 

that is qualitatively different from mainstream learners (Maker & Schiever, 2010; Rogers, 

2007; VanTassel-Baska et al., 2000). They also recognised that differentiation of content 

must be accompanied by appropriate learning experiences and strategies (process) to 

support the needs and interests of gifted students. The findings about these teachers’ use of 

ability grouping and pacing, for example, are important because research shows that gifted 

learners’ achievement outcomes are higher when they are grouped according to their 

ability in the context of a differentiated curriculum (Brulles, Saunders, & Cohen, 2010; 

Rogers, 2007). One of the important findings of this study is that the teachers with 

knowledge and understanding of GATE reported modifying learning outcomes to ensure 

that challenge and complexity in learning activities and content match the learning needs 

of gifted learners. Although no previous empirical research about outcomes differentiation 

exists, this finding is consistent with the opinions expressed by many scholars about 

extending learning outcomes and making them more substantive for gifted learners 

(Heacox, 2009; MacLeod, 2004; VanTassel-Baska, 2003; VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 

2006).  

The findings about product differentiation also show that teachers with expertise 

and experience in GATE recognise that gifted learners create products that address a real 

problem and a real purpose (Newman et al., 2015), engage in self and peer evaluation of 

their products (VanTassel-Baska, 2004), engage in metacognition (Shore, 2000), and 

participate in inquiry and research (VanTassel-Baska, et al., 1998). On the other hand, 

irrespective of their number of years of teaching experience, teachers who did not possess 

expertise or experience in GATE held views that were inconsistent with recognised best 

practice in differentiation.  
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Thus, teachers who engage in professional learning in GATE or hold qualifications 

in GATE have deeper understanding of using differentiated pedagogical strategies for 

educating gifted learners. It is, therefore, not surprising to see these teachers report positive 

attitudes towards using differentiated practices in their classrooms, consistent with past 

research (e.g., Adams & Pierce, 2004; Lassig, 2009). For teachers who teach in selective 

schools, however, different explanations may apply. For these teachers, the school 

environment may play a stronger role (e.g., Lassig, 2009; Olszewski-Kubilius & Dixon, 

2008). It may be, for example, that differentiation is more commonly used in this 

environment, where students’ exceptional (and varied) skills are on display (Finn & 

Hocket, 2012; Jung, 2014). Thus, teachers without formal qualifications in GATE may 

also come to learn about such strategies informally. They may also be part of more 

frequent reflective staff discussions in the school about ways to meet the needs of gifted 

learners (Tomlinson et al., 2008; Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). Similarly, teachers holding 

positions of responsibility in GATE are likely to lead and co-ordinate school-wide 

differentiated learning, and support other teachers, especially beginning teachers, in 

educating gifted learners (Matthews & Foster, 2005; Tomlinson et al., 1995). Given the 

alignment of teacher attitudes and practices in the above two sections, it is clear that those 

teachers with positive attitudes towards giftedness and differentiated learning for the gifted 

are also more likely to report actually using these differentiated practices.  

 Summary of findings and implications for teaching. The study’s findings 

revealed a diversity of views and attitudes towards giftedness and education of gifted 

learners, influenced by expertise and experience in GATE. Thus, teachers who worked 

with gifted students in selective schools or had regular contact with gifted learners, held 

qualifications or positions of responsibility in GATE, and engaged in professional learning 

in GATE, had positive attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners (research question 
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1a). These teachers were also more likely to self-report the use of differentiated 

pedagogical practices related to three constructs, that is, content differentiation, process 

differentiation, and product differentiation in classrooms than those without experience 

and expertise in GATE (research question 1b). The support from teachers with number of 

years of teaching experience was, however, mixed.  

The influence of teacher background and experience in GATE upon teacher 

attitudes and differentiated practices for educating gifted learners is illustrated in Figure 

10.1. The arrow indicates the direction of positive influence of teachers’ background, 

experience and expertise in GATE upon teacher attitudes and perceptions. The model 

demonstrates that teachers who work in selective settings and engage with gifted learners, 

hold positions of responsibility in GATE, engage in professional learning in GATE, and 

possess qualifications in GATE, have positive attitudes towards giftedness and gifted 

learners. They are also likely to be supportive of content, process, and product 

differentiation for educating gifted learners in the classroom.  

 

 

Figure 10.1. The influence of teacher background and experience in GATE upon teacher 
attitudes and differentiated practices for gifted learners.   
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The findings regarding teachers’ attitudes towards gifted learners and their 

perceptions of using their own differentiated strategies for the gifted have implications for 

teaching in classrooms. Teachers who do not hold positive attitudes towards giftedness 

may not be supportive of differentiated learning to meet the specific needs of gifted 

students in the classroom. Consistent with previous research, this study’s findings about 

lack of teachers’ own perceived use of differentiated strategies could be due to teachers’ 

attitudes and beliefs about giftedness and differentiated learning, lack of sufficient subject 

matter knowledge for educating the gifted, limited contact with gifted learners, 

inappropriate differentiation of curriculum, and lack of relevant pedagogical skills and 

teacher efficacy (Hawkins, 2009; Tomlinson, 1995; VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 

2005). Unless these barriers are overcome, gifted students will continue to be underserved 

in classrooms and schools.  

Moreover, unexamined attitudes may result in behaviours and practices that are 

highly resistant to change. Through university coursework and targeted professional 

learning in GATE, teachers can change their attitudes and translate those attitudes into 

supportive educational practices for the gifted in the classroom (Adams & Pierce, 2004). 

However, as discussed in Chapter 3, attitudes are formed as a consequence of deeply held 

beliefs. To bring lasting change in attitudes, teachers’ inherent beliefs (i.e., tacit 

assumptions about students and academic material to be taught) need to undergo change 

(Ajzen, 2012). This study’s findings indicate that teachers would require professional 

learning or qualifications in GATE that would challenge their assumptions and provide 

alternative understanding about educating the gifted. Clearly, general classroom 

experience is not sufficient to ensure positive attitudes towards giftedness and gifted 

learners, or foster positive perceptions about using differentiated pedagogical practices for 

gifted learners in the classroom.  
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Gifted Students’ Perceptions and Perspectives  

 In this section, students’ perspectives of the qualities of an effective teacher, their 

perspectives of classroom engagement, and their perceptions of teachers’ use of 

differentiated pedagogical strategies are examined (research question 2). Next, the 

implications that arise from engaging with gifted students as “co-researchers” are 

discussed. 

 Students’ perspectives of the qualities of an effective teacher. Students’ 

responses to the question about the qualities of an effective teacher revealed that they 

identified kind, caring, and patient teachers as efficacious teachers. Significantly, they also 

emphasised professional practices of an effective teacher. They identified effective 

teachers as those who were primarily learner-centred, adapted learning to meet individual 

needs, respected student choices, used a variety of pedagogical strategies, and had the 

ability to teach in an engaging manner. These findings are consistent with past studies 

about gifted learners’ perspectives of the qualities of an effective teacher (Chan, 2011; 

Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003; Kanevsky, 2011; Mills, 2003). Given the unique 

characteristics of gifted learners (Robinson et al., 2007) such as their capacity to 

comprehend complex ideas at a faster pace (Colangelo et al., 2004) and solve problems 

more readily (Davis et al., 2011), and their heightened emotional intensity (Clark, 2013), 

gifted learners require effective teachers who understand their needs. Moreover, gifted 

learners’ voices about the qualities of an effective teacher also need to be heard and 

enacted. In this study, I compare students’ and teachers’ perspectives of the qualities of an 

effective teacher of gifted learners, and discuss the comparison findings below. 

 Like students, the teachers who were interviewed by the student “co-researchers” 

also identified kind, caring, and patient teachers as the most important quality of an 

effective teacher. However, these teachers rated professional knowledge higher than the 
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professional practice of an effective teacher. Thus, according to the interviewed teachers, 

effective teachers knew their subject and students, explained concepts clearly, were 

excellent communicators, and related well to students. While the different methodological 

formats (i.e., surveys versus interviews) used for students and teachers may lend 

themselves to differences in response length and detail, it is noteworthy that the content of 

these responses also varied markedly.  

 The students reported that they highly value teachers who are focused on learning, 

who differentiate learning to suit learning needs, and who value students’ choices. 

According to the students, such teachers achieve this learner-centred focus because they 

are focused on deepening students’ understanding rather than teaching for assessments. 

These teachers continually encourage student learning and extend the curriculum to new 

concepts the students have not previously encountered. These findings are consistent with 

previous studies about effective teachers of the gifted which demonstrate the importance of 

meeting students’ individual needs (Missett & McCormick, 2014), of providing choices to 

gifted learners (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003), and of promoting autonomous learning 

(Johnsen & Goree, 2015). The findings also align with gifted students’ statements about 

their own preferred ways of engaging with challenging curriculum and peers (Gentry et al., 

2002), about seeking choices in developing products that require advanced analytical or 

critical thinking skills (Kanevsky, 2011), and about having independent learning 

opportunities (Gentry et al., 2011). Interestingly, the participating teachers placed less 

emphasis on meeting individual learner needs and providing choices to students. These 

teachers emphasised, instead, that effective teachers should possess strong knowledge of 

their subject matter. This difference in students’ and teachers’ perspectives raises questions 

about the extent to which teachers provide individualised, differentiated learning that 

meets the needs of gifted students.  
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 Further, the students identified effective teachers as those who cognitively and 

emotionally engage them in classrooms, and make the lessons fun-filled and interactive 

experiences. According to the students, these teachers are skilled in creating positive 

learning environment; use a variety of pedagogical strategies; provide regular, productive 

feedback; and are organised and focused on high achievement. These exemplary teachers 

create a challenging learning environment that is learner-centred, open, flexible, and 

infused with richness and complexity for gifted learners to explore and extend their ideas. 

The students also reported that effective teachers provide ongoing constructive feedback 

on the strengths and weaknesses of a student’s learning, and what to do next. They are 

committed to excellence and encourage gifted learners to achieve their best. While many 

of the above findings are consistent in the literature from the researchers’ and teachers’ 

perspectives (e.g., Ayers et al., 2004; Chan, 2011; Hattie & Gan, 2011), these findings are 

unique in the sense that they represent the voices and perspectives of gifted students who 

responded to an open-ended question about the qualities of an effective teacher. 

Furthermore, while the teachers who were interviewed by student “co-researchers” also 

stressed the importance of creating a positive classroom environment, with minimal 

discipline issues, they did not place the same emphasis on the importance of using a range 

of interactive teaching strategies. These differences in students’ and teachers’ perspectives 

once again highlight the importance for teachers of engaging in professional learning in 

GATE, and encouraging teachers to undertake qualifications in GATE. This inference is 

reinforced by the study’s quantitative finding (Phase 1) that teachers with background in 

GATE rated such pedagogical strategies (e.g., learning in a challenging climate, feedback) 

higher than those without experience in GATE.  

 Students and teachers in the study each regarded caring teachers as important for 

gifted learners: those who relate to students well, care about their students’ lives, and are 
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calm and approachable. These perceptions are consistent with previous research 

(Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003; Kanevsky, 2011), with effective teachers demonstrating 

strong understanding of their students’ intentions and needs (Porath, 2009). In this sense, 

schools are not merely sites where pedagogical strategies are implemented. Instead, in the 

hands of learner-centred teachers, the schools become places where relationships are 

fostered and nurtured (Nieto, 2003). Also consistent with best practice teaching outlined in 

previous studies (e.g., Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Heath, 1997; Maddux, Samples-

Lachmann, & Cummings, 1985; Mills, 2003; Whitlock & DuCette, 1989), both students 

and teachers recognised the importance of teachers’ passion, motivation, and inspiration to 

encourage students to achieve their best.  

 Moreover, teachers’ clear explanations of concepts, intelligence, and excellent 

communication were perceived as conducive to learning by the students. The participating 

students noted that effective teachers provide cohesive explanation of concepts, and help 

students understand key issues. Such teachers know their students well and are sensitive to 

the aspects of the curriculum that students might find difficult to grasp. These findings are 

consistent with previous research that expert teachers know the structure of knowledge in 

their disciplines, and use this knowledge for building cognitive roadmaps to assist students 

in their learning (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000). The students reported that 

effective teachers are divergent thinkers, are imaginative and stimulating in the classroom, 

are open to new ideas, and employ creative ways to ignite student learning. These findings 

echo previous studies (Bishop, 1968; Chan, 2011). However, fewer teachers emphasised 

concept-oriented learning compared to the students in this study. These qualitative 

responses are also supported by the quantitative survey results, in which gifted students 

reported significantly less experience using concepts-based learning and challenging tasks 

compared to the teachers (see the relevant Results Chapter 8). This discrepancy in 
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perceptions highlights the importance of school leaders encouraging teachers to undertake 

targeted professional learning for the education of gifted learners.  

 In sum, a comparison of students’ and teachers’ responses about the qualities of an 

effective teacher highlighted both similarities and differences between the two groups. 

Both students and teachers identified particular personal-professional dispositions as being 

important, such as care for the students, motivation, and approachability. However, gifted 

students focused more strongly on qualities related to professional practice such as 

learner-centredness, respect for learners’ choices, and focus on each learner’s individual 

needs. The teachers, on the other hand, emphasised the importance of pedagogical 

knowledge and skills such as knowing their subject and students, and being excellent 

communicators. Given the wide body of research which shows that listening to, and 

enacting, student voices and perspectives leads to enhanced teaching practices, stronger 

student-teacher relationships, and improved student outcomes (Fielding, 2001 2012; Mitra, 

2003, 2004; Rudduck & McIntyre, 2007), it is concerning that the students valued teacher 

qualities related to professional practice more highly than the teachers.  

 Students’ perspectives of classroom engagement. When asked to write about 

their perspectives of classroom engagement, the participating students identified 

interesting and challenging learning activities that helped them avoid boredom and 

monotony. Many students commented about their lack of self-consciousness and the sense 

of timelessness while being engaged in a learning task. This lack of self-consciousness and 

sense of timelessness is identified by Csikszentmihalyi (1990) as a state of flow, whereby 

students become engrossed with their learning or tasks at hand, and block out all 

distractions around them. Some gifted students (selective secondary school) explicitly 

referred to the term, “flow”, in regards to task engagement. While the finding about the 

state of flow is consistent with previous studies (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Dweck, 1989, 



LEADING DIFFERENTIATED LEARNING   237 
 

2006; Elliot, 2005), the explicit connection made by gifted students between challenging 

tasks and being immersed in those learning tasks is significant and further highlights the 

importance of differentiation for meeting the learning needs of the gifted.  

 Closely aligned to the conception of flow was students’ preference for deep 

understanding, particularly for topics that were relevant to them. As noted in the relevant 

Results Chapter 8, some students made explicit links between deep understanding of 

complex concepts and classroom enjoyment. Significantly, many students reflected about 

being able to transfer their learning across different contexts due to their engagement with 

concept-based learning. Gifted students have a greater preference for complexity (Gentry 

& Owen, 2004), and concept-based learning deepens students’ understanding, elevates 

students’ thinking, and gives them the ability to transfer their knowledge and skills to new 

contexts (Erickson, 2007; Tomlinson, 1998; VanTassel-Baska, 2003). While there are 

many studies that highlight gifted students’ preference for complexity and challenge (e.g., 

Gentry, Rizza, & Gable, 2001; Kanevsky, 2011), and emphasise the importance of 

concepts-based learning (Avery & Little, 2003; VanTassel-Baska et al., 2000; VanTassel-

Baska & Little, 2011), this study articulates gifted students’ own voices about their explicit 

preference for concept-based learning as a source of engagement.  

Furthermore, meaning-making in the classroom (i.e., constructing own 

understanding of ideas/concepts, and seeking relevance in their lives) was also a source of 

engagement for students. Many gifted students enjoyed thoughtfully designed, authentic 

tasks that were challenging, tapped into their interests and passion, and were meaningful 

and relevant to their lives. While past research highlights the importance of challenge, 

choice, and relevant and meaningful learning (Gentry & Owen, 2004; Gentry et al., 2002; 

Hill, 2013; Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003; Kanevsky, 2011), none to date has considered 

gifted students’ own preference for meaning-making in the classroom. In addition, both 
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mainstream and gifted students reported their engagement in tasks that were of interest to 

them, consistent with previous research, which also shows that interest in a particular area 

or topic has a reciprocal relationship with mastery goals (Harackiewicz, Durik, Barron, 

Linnenbrink-Garcia, & Tauer, 2008; Siegle & McCoach, 2005). When students’ 

backgrounds, experiences and values are represented in the curriculum, they value their 

learning and are motivated to be engaged in classrooms and beyond (e.g., Gentry & Owen, 

2004; Gentry & Springer, 2002). However, as reported in the Results Chapter 8, fewer 

teachers identified interest-based tasks as sources of engagement compared to the students 

in this study.  

 Given their already reported preference for complexity, gifted students identified 

substantive communication and interaction—focused on deep learning and meaningful 

conceptual connections—as crucial to classroom engagement. Student responses indicated 

that they valued inquiry and meaningful discussions, and enjoyed learning from peers and 

teachers in differentiated classrooms. The feeling that one is contributing something useful 

to the learning of others has been associated with student motivation (Schwartz, Lin, 

Brophy, & Bransford, 1999). Many gifted students in this study considered actively raising 

and responding to questions as a significant driver of classroom engagement. Effective 

questioning as a deliberate strategy enhances gifted learners’ thinking, provides the means 

for exploring novel possibilities and meaning-making, and challenges them to learn about 

their world in more rich and complex ways (VanTassel-Baska, 2014). While higher-order 

thinking processes are effective for all learners, research in the education of gifted 

students shows that the power of inquiry is crucial for promoting their learning 

(VanTassel-Baska & Brown, 2007). Many gifted students’ responses in this study 

demonstrated that they valued inquiry and meaningful discussions, and enjoyed learning 

from their peers and teachers in learner-centred, differentiated classrooms. 
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 Some gifted students in this study valued the opportunity to work with peers in the 

classroom and explore a variety of perspectives to interpret the same information. They 

also noted that collaborating with their peers provides them exposure to diverse opinions 

which stimulates their divergent thinking. The quantitative results of this study, however, 

also demonstrated that a greater proportion of gifted students reported being more strongly 

engaged with independent study than their teachers realised (see Chapter 8). Past studies 

have not provided consistent results about gifted students’ work preferences. While some 

findings have indicated that gifted students prefer to work alone (French, Walker, & Shore, 

2011; Li & Adamson, 1992; Pyryt, Sandals, & Begoray, 1998), others have shown gifted 

learners’ preference for the provision of independent study which stresses the important 

role teachers can play in enabling and supporting independent learning, for example, 

through structured group work (Chan, 2001b; Patrick, Bangel, Jeon, & Townsend, 2005; 

Ricca, 1984; Ristow, Edeburn, & Ristow, 1985). French et al. (2011) also noted that while 

the identified gifted learners indicated a preference for working alone, their eagerness to 

work in groups increased when they felt they would be supported and appreciated in their 

group. Students’ preference for independent study is an important finding because it 

suggests the importance of providing choice by teachers in project work as well as content.  

Irrespective of their preference for independent learning and choice, and of the 

mixed findings regarding students’ preferences for collaborative work preferences, 

students valued classrooms in which they frequently engaged in substantive 

communication and interaction with their teachers. The students noted that actively asking 

questions helped them clarify their misconceptions about ideas and gain deeper 

understanding of concepts. They also reported that active participation in high-level 

discussions in a collaborative learning environment fostered their classroom engagement.  

Researchers have shown that these positive student-teacher interactions with gifted 
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learners in the classroom promote positive attitudes among gifted students towards their 

subject area, and are also a key impetus for talent development (Gentry et al., 2008; Lang, 

Wong, & Fraser, 2005). Teachers who were interviewed by gifted student “co-researchers” 

recognised the importance of meaningful student-teacher interactions for student learning. 

These teachers also noted that skilful questioning generates student engagement. These 

findings indicate that meaningful, positive interactions between teachers and students are a 

strong indication of the quality of teacher-student relationship, and of teachers’ deep 

understanding of student needs. Past research demonstrates the importance of positive 

student-teacher relationships for increased student achievement (Hattie, 2009; Klem & 

Connell, 2004; Pianta, Hamre, & Allen, 2012), including for gifted learners (Capern & 

Hammond, 2014; McCoach & Siegle, 2003b; Siegle et al., 2014). 

 Finally, meaningful interaction and communication with teachers and peers also 

generated student enthusiasm for the spirit of inquiry, and many gifted students rated 

learning something new as an important source of student engagement. The students’ 

responses indicated that their enthusiasm was steeped in their desire for learning for 

understanding, and building on their existing knowledge. They were particularly enthused 

about learning novel concepts and ideas through ongoing challenging learning activities. 

These findings are congruent with gifted students’ characteristics such as being highly 

inquisitive and curious (Renzulli et al., 2002; Rotigel, 2003), having a preference for 

complexity (Shore, Rejskind, & Kanevsky, 2003), and being receptive to new ideas and 

experiences (Davis, 1992; Davis, Rimm, & Siegle, 2011; Rogers, 2007; Selby, Shaw, & 

Houtz, 2005). When interviewed by gifted “co-researchers”, the participating teachers also 

strongly rated gifted students’ enthusiasm and excitement in learning and their engagement 

in high level discussion as key determinants of student engagement. 
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 In sum, the students’ and teachers’ responses about classroom engagement also 

indicated similarities and differences between their perceptions. Both students and teachers 

indicated focus and flow as one of the top sources of classroom engagement. However, for 

students, classroom engagement signified deep understanding of complex concepts, active 

meaning-making, enthusiasm for learning something new, and engagement with higher-

order thinking. For teachers, on the other hand, engagement in high level discussions, 

raising questions, and demonstrating enthusiasm in learning were perceived as primary 

sources of student engagement. These differences in students’ and teachers’ perceptions 

once again highlight the need for teachers to engage in professional learning in GATE to 

gain a deeper understanding of the learning needs of gifted students.  

 Students’ perceptions of pedagogical strategies. Overall, students’ perceptions of 

pedagogical strategy use were incongruent with their teachers’ perceptions. The students, 

on the whole, reported significantly less experience with 10 of 12 differentiated 

pedagogical strategies (e.g., task choices, flexible grouping, challenging tasks, diverse 

views, and concepts-based learning), than did the teachers (see Chapter 8). Relative to 

teachers, students did not believe differentiation was being practised to the same degree. 

The dissonance between teachers and students about their perceptions of differentiated 

practices could be due to a host of reasons. While actual classroom teaching practices were 

not observed in this study, and therefore, it is not possible to tell in the current study whose 

perceptions are more accurate, previous studies have shown limited differentiation in the 

classroom for gifted learners (Archambault et al., 1993b; Reis et al., 2004; Starko & 

Schack, 1989; Westberg et al., 1993; Westberg & Daoust, 2004). In this study, James, the 

case-study principal (selective secondary), noted, “I think the teachers believe they’re 

doing it [differentiating curriculum]. I don’t think that they’re saying something that they 
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don’t believe.” The teachers seemed to have a genuine belief that they were engaging in 

differentiation for gifted learners.  

However, a majority of participating teachers (90.1%) in this study did not have 

qualifications in GATE, worked in non-selective schools (85.4%), may not have worked in 

selective settings, and may not have had experience in teaching gifted learners. As such, it 

may be that these teachers practised the reported strategies only rarely or infrequently, and 

thus, less likely to be recognised or reported by students. As noted by James, the case-

study principal of a selective high school (see p. 200), it could also be that some of these 

teachers had misconceptions about their pedagogical practices for gifted learners due to 

their lack of experience in GATE (Harris & Hemmings, 2008; Lewis & Milton, 2005; 

Taylor & Milton, 2006). Alternatively, despite the fact that gifted learners’ and principals’ 

perceptions about differentiated strategies were more aligned, it is also possible that 

neither group is aware of all differentiated strategies being enacted in the classroom. In the 

case of gifted learners, their lack of awareness could be because they do not have training 

in education to be able to recognise all differentiated strategies being implemented. In the 

case of principals, their perceptions of less implementation of strategies than those of 

teachers could possibly be because they may not be able to observe all classrooms and see 

every differentiated strategy in action. It is likely that teachers who are responsible for 

planning these strategies may be able to notice them more. Further, it is also possible that 

teachers and students might have had discrepant interpretations of terms in the survey 

(e.g., “choices”). Finally, a general lack of teacher-student dialogue in schools about 

learning experiences might have also contributed to dissonant perceptions between 

teachers and students.  

Irrespective of why students and teachers give different ratings, congruence in 

perceptions is important. First, congruent perceptions between students and teachers 
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“contribute to optimal teaching-learning processes and help achieving best learning 

outcomes” (Könings, Seidel, Brand-Gruwel, & van Merriënboer, 2014, p. 11). Second, 

how students perceive instruction “determines the nature and quality of their learning 

processes” (Könings, Brand-Gruwel, & van Merriënboer, 2011, p. 737). Large differences 

between students’ and teachers’ perceptions of practice are likely to have a detrimental 

effect on students’ learning processes (Könings et al., 2014). To address the problem of 

incongruent perceptions between teachers and students, teachers should be encouraged to 

make their pedagogical approaches explicit. When learning and teaching are visible, there 

is a greater likelihood that students achieve higher performance outcomes (Hattie, 2012). 

To make teaching and learning explicit requires an effective teacher to know a range of 

differentiated pedagogical strategies in GATE to build gifted learners’ knowledge and 

conceptual understanding. Furthermore, students themselves should be offered 

opportunities to share their perspectives (Kershner & Pointon, 2000; Oldfather, 1995). 

Teacher-student dialogue about learning experiences, however, is not common in schools 

(Cook-Sather, 2001, 2006). When students and teachers share their perspectives about 

teaching and learning, teachers enhance their pedagogical practices, and students 

experience stronger relationships with teachers and gain new skills for learning (Rudduck 

& McIntyre, 2007).  

  In sum, the students believed they were exposed to fewer differentiation strategies 

such as concepts-based learning and providing task choices than did the teachers. It is, 

however, unclear the extent to which such strategies are implemented in the classroom. 

The lack of alignment between teachers’ and students’ perceptions could be due to a host 

of reasons, including some teachers’ lack of expertise in GATE or lack of experience in 

working with gifted learners, potential inability of gifted students to recognise 

differentiated practices in classrooms, and a general lack of teacher-student dialogue about 
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learning experiences in schools. Listening to student voices and engaging gifted learners in 

participatory learning processes may lead to more aligned perceptions between students 

and teachers. Moreover, focusing on differences in perceptions of teachers and students 

also has the potential of promoting innovation in teaching practices, and building 

participatory differentiated learning designs, by fostering pedagogical partnerships 

between teachers and gifted students.  

 Gifted students as “co-researchers”. In this study, students’ perceptions were 

sought not only as research participants but also as “co-researchers”. To date, there has 

been a paucity of research that has engaged gifted students in this way. However, research 

with non-gifted students shows how powerful such opportunities can be. When given 

agency to collaborate and “co-research” with teachers to enhance learning, past research 

shows both academic and social benefits (Cook-Sather, 2010; Levin, 2000; Mitra, 2004; 

Rudduck & Flutter, 2000; Rudduck, 2007). For example, participation with teachers in 

collaborative learning and research spurs students’ motivation (Zeldin, 2004; Rudduck & 

McIntrye, 2007) and self-esteem (Rudduck, 2007), increases their confidence in their 

capacities as change makers (Mitra, 2001, 2003, 2004), builds trust between students and 

teachers (Cushman, 2005), facilitates the development of students’ thinking skills such as 

problem solving and critiquing (Fielding, 2001; Mitra, 2004; Silva, 2001), and fosters 

metacognition (Fielding, 2001; Mitra, 2004; Rudduck, 2002).  

 Student participation in school reform has also been shown to have a profound 

effect upon learning and teaching. Engaging with student voices assists teachers to identify 

what good instruction looks like, and enables them to modify current instructional 

approaches accordingly (Rudduck, 2007; Rudduck & McIntyre, 2007). Student 

participation has given teachers a deeper understanding of students’ learning differences 

and capabilities (Cook-Sather, 2003; Rudduck, 2007), and enhanced readiness to change 
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their thinking and practice in the light of these perceptions (Rudduck, 2007). Engagement 

with students has also strengthened teachers’ inclination to receive student feedback 

(Heshusius, 1995; McIntyre, Pedder, & Rudduck, 2005), and led to the use of innovative 

approaches in making lessons more relevant and engaging (McIntyre et al., 2005). Gifted 

student “co-researchers” in this study, who co-wrote the questions for student survey and 

teacher interviews, and interviewed their own teachers, exhibited perceptive insights in co-

designing these instruments. Consistent with Fielding’s “Patterns of Partnership” typology 

(Fielding, 2011, p. 67) which was outlined in Chapter 4, these gifted learners acted as “co-

enquirers” and engaged in a collaborative learning partnership with me in this study. 

Further, the very act of gifted learners’ interviewing their own teachers for this study 

demonstrated that student voice was not merely listened to but also enacted in this 

participatory research.  

 Examining and generalising the existing evidence about the benefits of engaging 

with student voice in mainstream education can be instructive for the field of the education 

of the gifted. Enabling gifted students’ voices has enormous potential in transforming 

learning, teaching, and school change processes. Appropriate training is required for both 

educators and students (Cushman, 2005; Kenworthy, 2011; McIntyre et al., 2005; Mitra, 

2007) to build new knowledge, skills, and dispositions. For instance, the principals could 

ensure that students receive training in building leadership skills, conducting research, 

interacting with adults in power, setting goals, facilitating meetings, communicating 

expectations, and developing a work plan. These lifelong skills can become assets as gifted 

learners grow and develop into men and women of wisdom. Similarly, the principals could 

ensure that teachers undertake professional learning in gaining access to research evidence 

about the benefits of student voice, developing skills in implementing student voice, and 
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providing support to both students and teachers in their efforts to work together and 

improve student learning outcomes (Manefield, Collins, Mahar, Moore, & Warne, 2007).  

Challenges in engaging with student voice. While past research shows benefits of 

engaging with student voice, as discussed above and also in Chapter 4, there are inherent 

challenges in engaging with students as collaborative learning partners and “co-

researchers”. Inclusion of gifted students as “co-researchers” in my study was potentially 

challenging as it involved willingness of teachers to be interviewed by their students in 

primary and secondary schools. For many teachers the notion of student voice can be 

discomfiting, particularly if it is equated with “teacher voice”. Partnering with students 

requires a pedagogical shift from teaching to learning (Watkins, 2009), and also requires 

the establishment of new classroom norms, and new organisational structures (Oakes & 

Lipton, 2002). To create such a learning environment, adults must relinquish some of their 

power and responsibility to build a trusting relationship with young people (Weimer, 

2013). Without an internal focus on building relationships, student voice can easily 

become a tokenistic approach to collaborative process of learning. To overcome these 

potential problems in my study, strong leadership support from the principals in the four 

participant schools was critical. The four exemplary principals were able to discuss the 

purpose of this study with their teachers, and reassure them that the inclusion of student 

voice would not only enhance the already well-established student leadership practices but 

also enrich learning and teaching practices. The leadership support of the principals 

fostered supportive mindsets of the 32 teachers who not only participated in the student-

teacher interviews but also extensively contributed to the interviews with their insights for 

this research.  

Listening to the multiplicity of student voices (Arnot & Reay, 2007) will help 

schools improve teacher practice (Fielding, 2004). Rudduck and Demetriou (2003) argued 
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that young people are “constantly presented in a state of ‘becoming’ rather than as ‘being’ 

actors in their own right” (p. 285). To bring this transformation, students need to be given 

opportunities to build a set of skills “to collectively construct and negotiate meaning” 

(Mitra, 2005, p. 538). Student perspectives on schooling help teachers to reflect on their 

own practices (McIntyre et al., 2005). Moreover, if students contribute to the development 

of instruction or a unit of study, they are given a valuable opportunity to engage in a 

dialogue with, and learn from, their teachers (Könings et al., 2014). My experiences in 

listening to and enabling gifted student voices reaffirmed the values of mutual respect, and 

further deepened my understanding of gifted students’ perspectives. 

Summary. School reform literature based on gifted students’ voices as “co-

researchers” is limited. The insights gained from students’ voices in non-selective schools 

can be generalised, to some extent, for the education of gifted learners. The potential for 

consulting gifted students is considerable but can fail to make a difference because of the 

ingrained habits of not “heeding” what students have to say. Students, on their part, may 

also not be used to being heard. Breaking these habits of mind requires not only new ways 

of listening but also shifts in educators’ beliefs and attitudes. Fostering such mindsets 

requires principals to create conditions in schools that allow student voices to be 

meaningfully heard and enacted. To transform learning and teaching, effective principals 

should promote professional learning of teachers for engaging with gifted students’ voices.  

Principals’ Perceptions, Understanding, and Self-Reported Leadership Actions 

 In Phase 2 of this study, I interviewed four “exemplary” school principals from 

selective and non-selective schools (both primary and secondary). These principals were 

considered exemplary by virtue of their success in implementing learner-centred 

differentiated learning, achieving strong academic results, and building a cohesive culture 

in their schools. I asked these principals about their perceptions of, and their own 
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leadership actions for, school-wide differentiation for gifted learners (research questions 3 

and 4). The principals’ insights about leading students, teachers and the wider community 

to improve the quality of learning and teaching, student achievement, and school 

effectiveness are discussed in this section.  

 According to past research, the principal’s role in leading high performance student 

outcomes is critical (Day et al., 2010; Fullan, 2014, 2016; Leithwood, Patten, & Jantzi, 

2010; Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008; Slater, 2008). In their review of the literature on 

leadership and school achievement, Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom 

(2004), for example, found that school leadership is second only to classroom instruction 

among all school-related factors that contribute to student learning. However, there is an 

acute paucity of research about principals’ leadership for the education of gifted learners 

in schools. Moreover, the four case-study principals in the current study noted that the 

leadership role of principals extends beyond the confines of their own institutions. 

According to these exemplary principals, they are also system leaders—they work in 

school networks to improve education and are the interface between system-wide reform 

and their own schools (see Jensen, Hunter, Lambert, & Clark, 2015, for similar 

discussion). In the following section, I discuss these principals’ perceptions, 

understanding, and their own leadership actions for school-wide differentiated learning of 

the gifted.  

Principals’ perceptions of differentiated pedagogical strategies. The 

quantitative analysis of the Phase 1 survey results (presented in Chapter 9) demonstrated 

that the participant principals’ perceptions about differentiated pedagogical strategies were 

not consistently aligned with the participant teachers’ perceptions. During the case-study 

interviews, however, all four principals expressed a desire for alignment between the 
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principals’ and teachers’ perceptions. According to these principals, such alignment 

ensures consistency of teacher practice across the school.   

The principals suggested a host of reasons for the lack of alignment between the 

principals’ and the teachers’ perceptions. First, they explained that school leaders have a 

more holistic picture of the school than teachers. As school leaders, the principals are 

focused more on the output (i.e., valued added teaching and its validation) than the input 

(i.e., day to day teaching experiences in the classroom). As such their understanding of 

actual classroom practices may differ from teachers’ understanding.  

Second, consistent with past literature on educational leadership (Hallinger & 

Heck, 1996; Rowe, 2007), the principals also suggested that they may have more rigorous 

expectations than the teachers. One exemplary principal noted that some teachers might 

hold misconceptions about various concepts related to differentiated learning for the gifted 

(see p. 200)—particularly if they do not have expertise in GATE—and according to all 

four principals, some teacher might also hold negative attitudes towards the education of 

the gifted. Consistent with these principals’ views, my findings in Phase 1 of the study 

highlight the importance of background experience or professional learning in GATE for 

positive teacher attitudes towards gifted students. 

Third, while the exemplary principals reported that teachers’ expertise in GATE is 

important, they also noted that different perceptions might emerge in cases where some 

principals may not have sufficient expertise in GATE. This finding is important because it 

highlights that the principals without substantive knowledge and experience in GATE may 

lack a deeper grasp to recognise any misconception or misinterpretation of differentiation 

in practice. They may, therefore, not be able to provide specific feedback on teachers’ use 

of differentiation in the classroom. Indeed, given the lack of alignment between theoretical 

leadership preparation programs (with a few notable exceptions) and on-the-job practical 
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demands for principals (McHatton et al., 2010), a number of school principals may not 

have specific knowledge and expertise in leading differentiated learning for gifted 

students. This finding may provide additional insights into the lack of congruence in 

perceptions of principals and teachers noted earlier (see p. 200).  

Interestingly, relative to the incongruent perceptions of principals and teachers (see 

Results Chapter 9), principals and gifted students were more in agreement about the extent 

to which differentiated strategies were used in classroom. This is an important finding as it 

underscores that all stakeholders need to have aligned perceptions and shared 

understanding of pedagogical approaches to ensure optimal learning processes and 

outcomes for gifted students. Teachers consistently perceived greater implementation of 

differentiated practices, whereas students and principals consistently perceived less 

implementation. Reasons for teachers’ higher levels of perceptions may be rooted in their 

vision of themselves as an agent of ideal practice, rather than in the reality of what happens 

in a classroom. Videotaping of classroom practices, played back for self-critique can be 

used a strategy to guard against teacher misconceptions in this regard.  

The case-study principals argued that positive attitudes and support for 

implementing differentiated learning for the gifted can be fostered among teachers.  As 

reported in Chapter 9, the case-study principals contended that effective principals 

encourage teachers to examine their beliefs about giftedness and strengthen their attitudes 

towards gifted learners. The case-study principals also professed that successful principals 

help teachers gain understanding of the needs of the gifted. Finally, the case-study 

principals argued that effective principals undertake leadership actions for school-wide 

differentiation, which has the potential to facilitate behaviour change in teachers (i.e., 

teachers actively implement differentiated pedagogical strategies to meet the needs of 

gifted learners). The final stage of the change process is accomplished when new 
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behaviours become automated. However, ongoing sustained focus on school-wide 

differentiated learning, leadership support, and acknowledgement of teachers are needed to 

maintain any change in teacher behaviour (Guskey, 2002; Tomlinson & Allen, 2000; 

Tomlinson et al., 2008; Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). The case-study principals’ perceived 

process of changing teachers’ beliefs and attitudes into supportive actions for 

implementing differentiated learning is illustrated in Figure 10.2.  

 

Figure 10.2. Perceived process of leadership practices to foster behaviour change in 
teachers.  
 

The study’s process of leadership practices to foster behaviour change (Figure 

10.2) resonates with the theory of change studies outlined earlier in Chapter 3. Similarities 

can also be seen between the study’s representation of leadership practices for behaviour 

change and Guskey’s Model of Teacher Change (2000). While Guskey’s model is focused 

on change in teachers’ attitudes and beliefs, the representation of leadership practices is 

focused on change in behaviour (Ajzen, 2005, 2012; Eagly & Chaiken, 2005; Ajzen & 

Fishbein, 2005). However, both Guskey’s model and the study’s representation of 

leadership practices (Figure 10.2) concur about the causes of shifts in attitudes and 

behaviour. Thus, in Guskey’s model change in teachers’ attitudes and beliefs occurs 

primarily after teachers perceive a successful change in the learning outcomes of students. 

Similarly, in this study’s representation of leadership practices, change in teachers’ 

behaviour occurs after specific leadership actions for school-wide differentiation have 

been undertaken successfully. These leadership actions include building collective 

capacity of teachers, empowering teachers for school-wide differentiation, and 

Examine     Strengthen                 Gain            Undertake              Foster Change   
 Beliefs                    Attitudes                Understanding                  Action                 in Behaviour 
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acknowledging teachers for successfully implementing differentiated learning for the 

gifted in classrooms. Thus, in both the models, change occurs after undertaking specific 

actions (e.g., leading and enacting differentiated learning). 

 The case-study principals noted that effective professional learning and 

development of teachers fosters high student achievement outcomes. This requires 

principals to have skills in identifying specific problems and learning needs; organising 

appropriate development opportunities; modelling self-development; and leading learning 

within the school (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2011). 

Although principals are not expected to be experts in every subject, they are expected to 

recognise effective instructions in different subject areas. However, two of the four case-

study principals reported that leadership preparation programs in Australia currently do not 

include modules on gifted education. This finding is supported by Jensen and colleagues 

(2015, p. 15) who argued that “leadership development programs [instead] tend to focus on 

developing technical management skills”. Given the lack of information about giftedness 

in leadership preparation programs, the case-study principals reported that they kept their 

understanding of meeting the needs of the gifted learners updated through wider reading 

and ongoing discourse with experts in the field. To gain understanding of effective 

differentiated practices, the exemplary principals also involved teachers in setting goals for 

school-wide differentiation. However, at a systems level, the lack of gifted education 

content in leadership preparation programs may lead principals to begin their careers 

without the ability to oversee concerns (programmatic or personnel) related to gifted 

learners (McHatton et al., 2010).  

 Summary. The perceptions of principals and teachers in the current study were 

significantly different about the use of differentiated pedagogical strategies for gifted 

learners. The insights from exemplary principals revealed that these differences in 
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perceptions could be due to a host of complex reasons, including lack of experience and 

expertise in GATE. A greater congruence in perceptions was, however, found among the 

principals and gifted learners about the extent to which differentiated strategies were being 

used by teachers in classrooms. These findings highlight the importance of systemic 

confluence of perceptions and pedagogical approaches among all school stakeholders, that 

is, teachers, gifted students, and principals. 

Principals’ understanding of differentiated learning of the gifted. The study 

highlighted the importance for principals of having an understanding of differentiated 

learning for gifted students to enact school-wide differentiation. The case-study principals 

demonstrated a thorough understanding of differentiated learning for the gifted, deep 

content pedagogical knowledge, and a strategic leadership focus on collaborative learning. 

The exemplary principals acknowledged that for the education of the gifted, school leaders 

need knowledge and understanding of gifted learners’ needs, effective differentiated 

pedagogical strategies, and school-wide approaches to differentiation. They also noted that 

effective principals are well versed in the latest research in pedagogy, curriculum, 

assessment and reporting, and wellbeing of gifted learners. The identified themes about the 

principals’ understanding of differentiated learning (see Chapter 9) are italicised in the 

discussion below. 

The exemplary principals demonstrated a perceptive understanding of leading 

differentiated learning based on individual needs. They valued the diversity and unique 

differences among gifted learners. They understood the importance of addressing gifted 

students’ needs based on their interests, readiness, and learning needs across the whole 

school. This is an important finding from leadership perspective for using school-wide 

approaches to differentiation for gifted learners, and is consistent with the past literature on 

effective differentiation (Beecher & Sweeny, 2008; Tomlinson, 2014a). The principals 
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emphasised a holistic approach to differentiated learning and focused on nurturing “the 

whole child”. They considered the identification of a student’s giftedness as a crucial step 

in ensuring that a gifted learner’s cognitive and socio-emotional needs are addressed. The 

exemplary principals understood that by setting differentiated learning for the gifted as a 

school priority meant that the staff members would take cues from their leaders, and 

engage in authentic differentiation in classrooms. Given the paucity of research about 

leaders’ understanding of differentiation (Brighton et al., 2005; Tomlinson & Allan, 2000), 

these findings are significant as they demonstrate the centrality of the principals’ 

leadership role in setting priorities for school-wide differentiated learning for the gifted.  

As instructional leaders, the exemplary principals understood the significance of 

planning concept-based differentiated units; aligning differentiated outcomes, instruction, 

and assessment; creating flexible classroom routines such as ability grouping and pacing; 

and engaging in program evaluation and reflection.  These are important findings because 

they highlight the need for school principals to ensure challenge and complexity in 

curriculum, and to make certain that gifted learners are taught for conceptual 

understanding in a flexible learning environment so that they can transfer their skills and 

understanding in different contexts (Rogers, 2007; Tomlinson, 2005). Although the 

assessments were not differentiated in the final examination at the end of the year, the 

case-study principals discussed the use of formative assessments through the year to 

provide students with critical feedback, improve student learning, and inform teachers 

about the effectiveness of their teaching. The need for aligning differentiated outcomes, 

instruction, and assessment was emphasised by all four principals to ensure that learning 

and teaching are meaningful and cohesive for gifted learners. This is an important finding 

of the study as typically the connections among unit outcomes, instruction, and assessment 

are emphasised (e.g., Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). Differentiation of learning outcomes for 
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educating gifted students is a significant finding of this study, and the case-study principals 

acknowledged the importance of extending learning outcomes as a basis to extend and 

align content, instruction, and assessment for meeting the learning needs of the gifted.  

All four case-study principals advocated for acceleration of gifted learners where 

needed, and discussed the positive achievement outcomes of accelerated learners. Given 

the generally negative attitudes towards and non-implementation of acceleration 

(Hoogeveen et al., 2005; Vialle et al., 2001), and continued underuse of acceleration 

despite strong support for acceleration (Assouline et al., 2013; Missett et al., 2014), this 

finding from a leadership perspective about using accelerated provisions for gifted learners 

is significant. The principals also emphasised that knowledge of teacher practice was 

essential for improving teaching and curriculum. They were realistic that they could not go 

into every classroom, especially in secondary schools. Therefore, they relied on their head 

teachers to keep them informed about teachers’ practices. The exemplary principals also 

engaged in listening to gifted students on an ongoing basis. While these findings are 

consistent with the literature on distributed leadership (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 

2001, 2004), they highlight the primacy of involving all stakeholders for the education of 

gifted learners. Significantly, the case-study principals discussed the primacy of the impact 

of teaching upon gifted students, consistent with past research on teaching and learning 

(Hattie, 2009, 2012, 2015). The principals were of the consensus view that the teachers 

who employ learner-centred pedagogy engage their students, understand their impact on 

students, and make learning fun. This is an important finding as it highlights the 

significance of learner-centred approaches to educating gifted learners, with both teachers 

and students collaborating as learning partners.  

The principals also noted that for differentiated learning to be effective in a school, 

it should not be isolated to a particular classroom or individual teachers. As “lead 
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learners”, they emphasised participating with teachers as learners in moving the school 

forward, and building school-wide approaches to high quality differentiated curriculum 

and pedagogy for gifted students. These findings highlight the importance of school 

principals having deep knowledge of effective teacher practice in the education of the 

gifted. Although there is limited research about the principals’ role in leading the 

education of gifted learners, these findings about knowledge and development of teacher 

practice are consistent with the literature about leading teacher education (Cotton, 2003; 

Fullan, 2016; Hattie, 2009, 2012; Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins, 2006; 

Leithwood & Riehl, 2003; Portin, Schneider, DeArmond, & Gundlach, 2003; Robinson, 

2011; Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). Further, the principals noted that understanding of the 

whole school change is essential for implementing school-wide differentiation in schools. 

This finding is crucial for sustaining a systemic focus on differentiated learning for gifted 

learners, and is consistent with the literature about systems approaches to organisational 

change (Fullan, 2004; Higham, Hopkins, & Matthews, 2009; Pont et al., 2008; Thornton, 

Shepperson, & Canavero, 2007; Zmuda, Kuklis, & Kline, 2004). 

Summary. The insights from exemplary principals highlighted the need for school 

leaders to have a perceptive understanding of school-wide differentiated learning for the 

gifted, deep content pedagogical knowledge, and a strategic focus on collaborative 

learning. The case-study principals demonstrated that knowledge of educating gifted 

learners enables school principals to provide strong instructional leadership to teachers. 

Further research could be conducted to determine what teachers and gifted students each 

believe their principals think about giftedness.  

Principals’ understanding of leadership actions for school-wide 

differentiation. To determine effective leadership practices for implementing school-wide 

differentiated learning for the gifted, the four exemplary principals were asked about the 
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role that school principals play in implementing the change vision. Each case-study 

principal frequently emphasised the importance of leadership actions to initiate and lead 

change in schools. Change in an organisation’s culture occurs through leadership actions; 

speeches and pronouncements are not enough (Reeves, 2009). During the interviews, the 

principals variously noted that leaders speak most clearly with their actions, that is, with 

changes that they make in implementing the shared vision (e.g., leading differentiated 

learning of the gifted), building collective capacity of staff members (e.g., practice-

embedded professional learning for educating gifted learners), and fostering meaningful 

relationships (e.g., taking the time to understand the personal stories of colleagues). The 

exemplary principals in this study were passionate and enthused about their leadership 

actions for leading differentiated learning of the gifted, which are discussed below. 

Setting directions of the school with a compelling vision for the future—a vivid 

picture of the changed and improved state—was identified as one of the foremost 

leadership actions by the case-study principals. The leaders were of the view that the 

vision of the future must be developed in collaboration with teachers, students, and the 

wider community to promote a sense of common ownership and create a unity of purpose. 

Thus, the principals ensured that differentiated learning for gifted students was an 

identified target in the School Plan, which was understood by the whole school 

community. They connected the vision of differentiated learning to high performance 

outcomes of gifted learners. Developing a mutually supportive, collaborative, and trusting 

relationship with the school community was critical for achieving school goals. This 

finding is important because developing and communicating the change vision with 

clarity, simplicity, and consistency is crucial to the success of the change process in 

schools. Although research is limited about leadership actions for the education of gifted 

learners, these findings are consistent with past studies in general and educational 
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leadership literature. (Fullan et al., 2005; Hallinger, 2011; Holman, Devan, & Cady, 2007; 

Kotter, 1996; Sparks, 2007; Tomlinson et al., 2008).  

The case-study principals noted that to implement the shared vision of school-wide 

differentiation for the gifted in schools, setting up a guiding coalition of staff members was 

critical (for further discussion see Hiebert & Klatt, 2001; Kotter, 2006). According to the 

principals, finding the right people, creating trust, and engaging the team members in the 

pursuit of a common goal helps realise the change vision. They focused on developing the 

expertise of teachers by building and sharing knowledge and information about 

differentiated learning using a host of strategies. These strategies included role modelling 

and leading professional learning workshops for the staff, engaging with external experts 

and organisations, and having academic mentors from universities (see Chapter 9). These 

findings about building a guiding coalition are significant because they highlight the need 

for principals to work with and through staff members to build a professional learning 

community that is focused on continuous improvement of learning and teaching (Fullan, 

2013).  

The exemplary principals reported that they committed resources to foster the 

collective capacity of staff members (i.e., teachers working and learning together) for the 

education of gifted learners. This finding is consistent with previous research which shows 

that building collective efficacy of team members leads to school-wide implementation of 

the change initiative (Dinham, 2008; Fullan, 2007, 2013; Guskey, 2002; Leithwood & 

Seashore Louis, 2012; Robinson et al., 2008). The case-study principals emphasised 

building internal capacity, with the leadership of professional learning efforts coming from 

the subject areas and departments in the school. The principals discussed how working in 

partnerships, teachers can think and act collaboratively. For example, Stephanie (primary 

principal) pointed out that teachers in her school examine real examples of student work 
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together, and also write student reports together. The principals emphasised the need for 

professional learning to be more targeted and focused. They ensured, for example, that the 

content of professional learning was centred on understanding giftedness, how gifted 

students learn, and how to transfer theoretical understandings into practical units of 

differentiated learning that provide challenge and complexity.  

These findings are important as they highlight the centrality of investing in 

collaborative professional learning of teachers for the education of gifted learners 

(Danielson, 2006; Marzano et al., 2005; Taylor et al., 2006; Tomlinson et al., 2008). 

Effective professional learning is focused on student outcomes, embedded in practice, 

evidence-based, organised around collaborative problem solving, and integrated into the 

school’s comprehensive change process (Fullan, 2016; Tomlinson et al, 2008; Wood & 

Peterson, 2015). The principals discussed the significance of peer-to-peer learning and 

collaboration. They pointed out that the breadth of knowledge and experience of teachers 

in a team exposes team workers to different ways of thinking. Working with synergistic 

teams, the teachers push their thinking further than what is possible individually (Strebel & 

Keys, 2005). The principals fostered the development of teachers into coaches of their 

peers. They encouraged teachers to build a network of peers to provide mutual feedback 

and act as sounding boards for new ideas (Pont et al., 2008). This insight is significant 

because such collective capacity building focus leads to the development of teamwork 

(Barnett, Basom, Yerkes, & Norris, 2000) which is centred on strengthening collaborative 

thinking and “fostering shared purpose through action” (Fullan, 2013, p. 63). 

Further, the principals empowered staff for school-wide differentiation, which is 

consistent with previous research (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000; Tomlinson et al., 2008; 

Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). They promoted collegial discourse among staff members, 

and developed a culture of learning that involves learning from peers, especially from 
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those who were further along in implementing new ideas. These findings are important 

because they highlight the need for principals to nurture positive mindsets about 

continuous school improvement; and build dynamic, engaged learning communities 

(DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010). The exemplary principals encouraged resilience, 

experimentation, and risk taking. They engaged in, and organised, teacher “walkthroughs” 

in classrooms as a basis for ongoing professional dialogue. They empowered teacher 

leaders to lead and undertake staff professional learning in the school and beyond. This is a 

critical finding because, as discussed in the Results Chapter 7, teachers who hold position 

of responsibility in GATE not only have positive attitudes towards giftedness but they are 

also supportive of differentiated practices for the gifted. The case-study principals 

generated short-term wins deliberately to keep the momentum going and to build a culture 

of success (see Kotter, 1996, for further discussion). They highlighted successes of their 

staff members that were a direct result of their work on differentiated learning. The 

principals ensured that short-term wins provide meaningful milestones to demonstrate the 

success of the staff team. These findings underscore the importance for principals to use 

the credibility of small wins for the pursuit of the big win (Kotter, 1996)—the 

organisational mindset of differentiated learning for gifted students as a matter of daily 

routine.   

Significantly, when asked about enabling student voice in schools, the principals 

valued embedding gifted students’ perspectives in learning and teaching across the school. 

However, they reported that the students were consulted primarily to communicate ideas 

and opinions (e.g., at the end of a teaching unit). One principal reported initial efforts 

being made in creating a supportive learning climate to engage students in learning as 

partners rather than as subjects. They were candid that they had not attained these goals 

yet, but they were committed to engage with gifted students’ voices for improving learning 
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and teaching, generating greater student autonomy, and increasing student engagement. 

Given the paucity of research on enabling gifted students’ voices in schools (Gentile, 

2014; Mitra, 2007), these insights of exemplary principals are significant because they 

highlight the need for school principals to ensure that student voices not only inform 

differentiated practices, but they are also heard, valued, and enacted in school decisions. 

Finally, embedding changes into school culture was regarded as essential by the 

principals to bring lasting change (Kotter, 1996). The case-study principals emphasised 

that cultural change always comes last, after teachers’ actions have been successfully 

altered. They spoke about the need to connect the change with organisational success. 

They discussed that anchoring changes into the fabric of school culture requires a 

multifaceted approach, including the alignment of school systems and processes with the 

change. This insight from the exemplary principals is important because leading the way to 

building a broad-based mindset at systemic level is crucial for making changes a part of 

the school culture (Fullan, 2010, 2014, 2016; Kotter, 1996). The principals discussed the 

need for setting sustainable future directions in schools to create lasting, meaningful 

improvements in learning that engages students intellectually, socially, and emotionally. 

They discussed the need for learner-centred approaches to learning to build dynamic 

learning communities. The principals spoke about distributing leadership and 

responsibility throughout the school’s professional learning community to create 

sustainable future directions. They discussed the need to promote and perpetuate diverse 

approaches to learning rather than standardised prescriptions for teaching. These insights 

are crucial because ongoing, sustainable leadership actions are needed to build dynamic 

systems transformation in schools. Although leadership research in the education of gifted 

learners is limited, these findings are consistent with previous research on educational 

leadership (DuFour & Fullan, 2013; Fullan, 2004; Hargreaves & Fink, 2004, 2006). 
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Summary. The principals shared practical insights into their own leadership actions 

for implementing school-wide differentiated learning of the gifted. They emphasised the 

need for developing a shared vision of the future, building collective capacity of staff 

members, and ensuring that changes are sustainable and anchored into the school culture. 

However, the principals noted that student voice was used more to seek their opinion or 

feedback rather than for leading school change. Further research could be conducted into 

how teachers and students perceive their principals’ leadership actions in implementing 

school-wide differentiation for gifted learners.  

Leading Differentiated Learning for the Gifted  

As discussed earlier in this chapter, aligned perceptions and perspectives among 

principals, teachers, and gifted learners contribute to optimal learning and teaching 

processes, and are perceived as conducive to high learning outcomes for the gifted. 

Learner-centred principals create conditions for enacting differentiated practices and 

enabling student voices. They lead and motivate teachers in gaining knowledge of gifted 

students’ needs, and pedagogical practices for educating the gifted. They encourage 

teachers to examine their beliefs about giftedness, strengthen their attitudes towards gifted 

learners, and facilitate behaviour change in teachers. Learner-centred principals ensure that 

teachers enable student voice and engage with gifted students as learning partners in 

schools. Gifted students in this study also reported that effective teachers of the gifted are 

learner-centred and adapt learning to suit individual needs. The findings of the study 

further revealed that teachers with knowledge and expertise in GATE are more effective in 

implementing differentiated pedagogical practices in the classroom, and are more 

supportive of gifted students’ education than do their counterparts in non-selective settings 

or without expertise in GATE.  
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Thus, based on the discussion in this chapter about the relationship between 

teachers’ attitudes and practices, gifted learners’ voices, and the principals’ understanding 

of differentiated learning and their leadership actions, a representation of school-wide 

differentiated learning for the gifted is illustrated in Figure 10.3. The unshaded arrow 

represents the directional influence of teacher background and expertise in GATE on 

teacher attitudes and differentiated practices in schools, discussed earlier in this chapter 

(also see Chapter 7). The shaded bidirectional arrows represent the confluence of 

perceptions and perspectives of principals, teachers, and gifted learners for leading 

differentiated learning of the gifted, as discussed in this thesis.  
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Figure 10.3. A Representation of School-wide Differentiated Learning for the Gifted.  
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Implications for Practice 

 This study has several implications from a practice perspective. I discuss 

implications for teachers, gifted students, and principals below.  

Teachers’ attitudes and differentiated practice. This study clearly highlights the 

importance of professional learning and experiences in GATE. Teachers with expertise in 

GATE reported positive attitudes towards giftedness, and were supportive of differentiated 

practices: both of which are critical for the education of gifted learners. From a practice 

perspective, school leaders play an important role in promoting school-wide differentiation 

for the gifted. Indeed, the four case-study principals in the current study report building 

and sharing knowledge of teachers, and providing ongoing support and educational 

resources for educating the gifted. However, schools, school systems, and universities 

could also do more in promoting professional learning in GATE. A systems approach to 

developing teachers’ attitudes-practice nexus emphasises the need for an integrated system 

of attitudes and beliefs that will best support teachers in their practice and make them more 

resilient in the face of external pressures (Buehl & Beck, 2015).  Within teacher education 

programs in universities, for example, it may be beneficial for faculties to identify and 

focus on a core set of beliefs and attitudes throughout the teacher education program and 

provide a coherent set of experiences to support their professional development (Ogan-

Bekiroglu & Akkok, 2009). 

The findings of the study suggest that teachers wishing to become learner-centred 

must be explicit about the pedagogical strategies they use with gifted learners. 

Notwithstanding the importance of differentiation strategies to enhance the learning of 

gifted students (Maker & Schiever, 2010; Robinson et al., 2007; Tomlinson, 2014a), 

teachers in the current study believed they were using these strategies more so than did 

students themselves. This discordance in perceptions has two implications for students’ 
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engagement. First, students report stronger engagement when they believe that their 

teacher understands their learning needs. For this belief to materialise, students and 

teachers must share similar perceptions of differentiated pedagogical practices. Second, 

students are more strongly engaged when they are offered choice and agency (Gentry et 

al., 2002; Gentry & Owen, 2004; Hill, 2013; Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003). If students are 

to contribute to their own learning and classroom environments, teachers should engage 

them in tasks that are of interest to them and incorporate their background experiences 

(Gentry & Springer, 2002; Siegle & McCoach, 2005), and promote complexity and 

challenge in their learning experiences (Gentry et al., 2001; Kanevsky, 2011; VanTassel-

Baska & Little, 2011).  

Multifaceted approaches are needed to ensure that teachers develop positive 

attitudes towards gifted learners. Changes in teachers’ perceptions might be encouraged by 

the design of interventions which enable teachers to make regular contact with gifted 

students. The participant students in this study identified those teachers as effective who 

have positive attitudes, can relate to and understand gifted students well, are helpful and 

approachable, and have deep knowledge of their subject matter. As discussed earlier, the 

study demonstrated that teachers with background or experience in GATE exhibited more 

positive perceptions of giftedness and gifted learners. Supportive attitudes and practices 

might best be fostered by assisting teachers in gaining qualifications in GATE, undertaking 

targeted professional learning in GATE that is embedded in practice, encouraging teachers 

to take leadership opportunities to coordinate provisions for the gifted, maintaining regular 

contact with gifted learners, and engaging with student voices in learning and teaching.  

Gifted students’ voices. As noted above, a clear finding of the study was the 

importance of enabling gifted students’ voices. Students shared several important insights 

regarding classroom engagement, differentiated practices, and the qualities of an effective 
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teacher with implications for enabling and enacting student voice in schools. Significant 

discrepancies between the perceptions of students and teachers can be addressed by 

including students as partners in an ongoing dialogue about instructional design and 

learning processes (Cook-Sather, 2001; Könings et al., 2014). Students are the expert 

witnesses of their own learning (Oldfather, 1995). Listening to gifted students’ voices can 

help teachers understand what gifted students need, and value them as learners. Listening 

to students could enable teachers to see lessons through the perspectives of their students. 

The teachers would be able to assess the impact of their teaching by understanding how 

students interpret their lessons. Similarly, students who are asked to engage in peer and 

teacher evaluations become “more reflective and critical of received wisdom” (MacBeath, 

2006, p. 205). Fielding’s framework (see Chapter 4) is “rooted in a desire to foster 

authentic, intergenerational democracy” (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015, p. 48). 

This framework provides a practical means for fostering authentic, participative 

interactions between teachers and students (Fielding, 2012). By strengthening the use of 

student voice, there is a great potential to improve learning and teaching, generate greater 

student autonomy, and increase student engagement (Cook-Sather, 2010; Fielding, 2004, 

2011; Levin, 2000; Mitra, 2004; Rudduck & Flutter, 2000; Rudduck, 2007).  

To facilitate the use of gifted students’ voices, existing research with non-gifted 

students indicates that training may be required for both adults and students (Cushman, 

2005; Kenworthy, 2011; McIntyre et al., 2005; Mitra, 2007). Students, for instance, may 

need training in building leadership skills, interacting with adults, co-interviewing, 

engaging in curricular planning meetings, planning and co-constructing units of learning 

with the assistance of teachers, and participating in focus groups or joining with teachers in 

discussions on school planning days (Manefield et al., 2007). Teachers (and principals) 

may in turn need professional learning in how to engage with students as collaborative 
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learning partners (Mitra, 2007), modify current instructional approaches (Rudduck, 2007; 

Rudduck & McIntyre, 2007), develop receptivity to student feedback (Heshusius, 1995; 

McIntyre et al., 2005), and provide challenge and complexity to make lessons more 

engaging (McIntyre et al., 2005). Given the role teachers and principals play in enhancing 

gifted students’ learning, such efforts are important.  

Principals’ understanding and leadership actions. Finally, the study 

demonstrated the importance for principals of having an understanding of differentiated 

learning for the gifted, and of leadership actions for enacting school-wide differentiation. 

School principals need to enhance their understanding of differentiated learning to coach 

teachers and implement it across the school and systems level (Brighton et al., 2005; 

Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). The principals should enable teachers to work collaboratively 

and evaluate the effectiveness of differentiated practices in schools. The principals can act 

as role-models by attending professional learning sessions along with teachers, as and 

when possible and relevant. Undertaking professional learning in partnership with teachers 

would also equip principals to accurately identify effective differentiated practices in 

classrooms, provide feedback, and plan professional learning opportunities for teachers 

accordingly.  

The study also demonstrated how effective principals provide support to teachers 

as they enter and continue to develop within the profession. Thus, school principals can 

promote ongoing, high-quality professional learning that provides practical strategies for 

educating the gifted and helps teachers gain an understanding of the difference between a 

high achiever and a gifted learner. Principal Jessica (Chapter 9) makes this distinction in 

her response. While Szabos (1989) distinguishes between the two kinds of learners in 

conceptual terms, others (Peters, 2016; Ritchotte, Suhr, Alfurayh, & Graefe, 2016) assert 

that in the process of making such distinctions between high achievers and gifted learners, 
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caution needs to be exercised that students identified as high achievers are not denied 

access to appropriately differentiated services. In addition, the study demonstrated that 

school principals can provide continued support in the form of mentoring and coaching. 

They can provide opportunities for teachers’ professional learning in differentiation at 

grade level or specific content area (Brighton et al., 2005; Tomlinson & Allan, 2000). The 

principals can foster the development of a differentiated learning growth plan for staff 

members (e.g., by drawing upon the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers to 

implement the Australian Curriculum). Targeting both teachers’ attitudes and practices 

during professional learning, and ensuring that these are congruent may lead teachers to 

experience greater satisfaction with their work, and promote gifted students’ learning 

outcomes.  

Further, the study’s findings indicated that principals can promote school-wide 

implementation of differentiated learning for gifted students through the development of 

lead teachers. These staff members are professionals who are provided with considerable 

professional development in differentiated learning (Tomlinson & Allan, 2000; Tomlinson 

& Imbeau, 2010). The lead teachers can serve as agents of change and provide coaching 

and assistance to their colleagues in the school. The principals can create a coalition of 

high-impact teacher leaders who can work together to build collective expertise of teachers 

in differentiated learning for gifted learners.  

Finally, the exemplary principals highlighted the importance of anchoring 

differentiated learning as part of the school culture. The principals can build learner-

centred approaches to learning by building responsive teaching programs for the gifted, 

embedding gifted students’ voices into learning and teaching, and ensuring that the new 

practices are part of the school culture so that all teachers understand the rationale and 

significance of differentiated learning. The principals can ensure that there is no single 
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strategy for differentiation but instead there is a “narrative of impact” (Hattie, 2015, p. 26) 

of differentiation on gifted learners that can be shared, implemented, and evaluated within 

and across schools. The principals can promote the need for leading systemic change in 

schools for educating gifted students and fostering their talent, expertise, and wisdom 

development.   

Limitations of the Study and Implications for Future Research 

 While the study provided a comprehensive overview of teachers’, students’, and 

principals’ perceptions in the public school system in NSW, Australia, not all findings will 

necessarily generalise to other jurisdictions. As discussed earlier, the importance of context 

in driving differentiated practices for gifted learners may be relevant in the interpretation 

of these study findings. In the case of Northern Sydney Region (where this study was 

conducted), for example, specific opportunities for professional learning of teachers for 

educating the gifted were made available by the school and system leaders. These specific 

professional learning experiences may have guided the findings regarding provisions such 

as acceleration, and may not be the case everywhere. To assist in the evaluation and 

generalisation of the study’s findings, it might be helpful to conduct further research about 

the impact of differentiated learning upon the learning outcomes of gifted students with 

teachers, students, and principals from other jurisdictions.  

It is important to note that the study assessed the self-reported perceptions of 

principals, teachers, and gifted students. Principals, teachers and students were not directly 

observed in classrooms or in professional learning settings. There is, therefore, an 

important role for future research to examine the degree to which these various perceptions 

of giftedness influence day-to-day learning and teaching in the classroom.  

 The case-study principals were purposively selected to understand best practice in 

school-wide differentiation for gifted learners. The four school principals were 
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recommended on the basis of their successful implementation of differentiated learning of 

gifted students by the Regional Director and School Education Directors. Working with 

just four principals – particularly those who may not be representative – necessarily 

presents challenges to generalisability. This is a limitation of the current project. 

Nonetheless, this design also allowed greater depth of analysis than would have been 

feasible with a larger group of principals. Particularly, the design enables a focus on 

specific instances of success (albeit at the expense of comprehensibility). Future research 

might consider the inclusion of principals from schools where teachers were more resistant 

in implementing differentiated learning for gifted learners. Such a combination of 

participants would offer insights not only into the exemplary cases where differentiation is 

implemented well, but would also provide further understanding of the potential 

challenges for principals in enacting school-wide differentiated learning for gifted 

students.  

 Addressing teachers’ and principals’ attitudes towards gifted learners and to 

provisions for the gifted may not be sufficient for modifying traditional pedagogical 

practices for educating the gifted, that is, beliefs and attitudes may not correspond directly 

to behaviour. From a research perspective, the complex nature of the support systems and 

obstacles implies the need for researchers to consider a variety of factors when examining 

teachers’, students’, and principals’ attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners. 

Extending beyond the leadership of the principal, these factors could also include the 

influence of system leadership, teacher leadership, and the impact of school culture.  

Enabling and enacting gifted students’ voices has been employed at the 

methodological level in this study. Further research in educating the gifted could be done 

which includes engagement with gifted students as “co-researchers” in school reform (i.e., 

impact of engaging with gifted students’ voices on student learning, teachers’ pedagogy, 
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and school improvement). Such research initiatives could also build on the existing 

research in non-selective settings which indicates that students improve academically and 

socially when they participate in school change processes, that is, when students 

collaborate with teachers to improve curriculum, instruction, and school rules.  

 More research is also needed about the consequences of incongruence in 

perceptions and practice among principals, teachers, and gifted students. Dissonance of 

perceptions could lead to the needs of gifted learners being unaddressed, leading to 

potential boredom or alienation: but it is not yet clear why such dissonance occurs. Thus, 

researchers could explore the implications for perceptions-attitudes-practice incongruity 

and how it can be productively aligned to enhance leadership effectiveness, promote 

teachers’ development and expertise in educating the gifted, and meet gifted students’ 

learning needs. Further research into principals’ leadership actions for school-wide 

differentiated learning is needed to support teachers’ professional knowledge in the field of 

gifted education, and to address the learning needs of gifted students. 

 Notwithstanding the above limitations, this research makes several contributions to 

academic discourse. First, school principals can discern the value of enriching their own 

understanding about differentiated learning and in shaping a school-wide approach to 

meeting the needs of gifted and talented students. Teachers on their own cannot be very 

effective unless they are supported by school leaders. Second, the study’s findings indicate 

that in school systems the perceived effectiveness in teaching gifted students is related to 

teachers’ expertise and experience in GATE. These findings will have significant 

implications in the way schools and systems develop teachers’ professional learning, and 

the extent to which the universities can incorporate GATE into their current teacher 

education programs. Third, the research findings indicate the need to modify learning 

outcomes while planning differentiated units of study for gifted learners. Fourth, the 
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study’s findings also indicate that a greater congruence is needed between school 

principals’ and teachers’ perceptions and understanding about differentiated practices for 

gifted learners. Fifth, student voice should not be used just for communication of ideas and 

opinions, but it should also be embedded in educational planning, school improvement, 

and school innovation. The study involves gifted students’ contribution to the investigation 

as “co-researchers” at methodological level. Prospective researchers can further examine 

the methodological innovation about engagement with gifted students’ voices. Finally, the 

study advocates the confluence of perceptions and perspectives of teachers, gifted learners, 

and principals for optimal learning and teaching processes across the school, and high 

learning outcomes for the gifted.   

General Summary 

In this chapter, I have discussed teachers’, students’, and principals’ perceptions of 

giftedness and education for gifted learners. The study has suggested that teacher expertise 

and experience in GATE foster positive attitudes towards gifted learners and lead to 

supportive differentiated practices for educating the gifted. The perceptions about the 

extent of the use of differentiated strategies were more aligned among the gifted learners 

and the principals than they were among the students and the teachers, or among the 

principals and the teachers. The study has further suggested that effective school principals 

aim to continually enhance their understanding of differentiated learning for gifted 

students, to build the collective efficacy of teachers for educating the gifted, and to enable 

gifted students’ voices for enhancing teaching and increasing student engagement.   

The study’s findings have implications for practice. There is the need for 

understanding the pedagogical incongruence between teachers and principals, for ongoing 

professional learning of teachers and principals in gifted education, and for enabling 

student voice to transform learning and teaching and foster school reform. The findings 
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also indicated the need for stronger pedagogical congruence between principals and 

teachers for unified approaches to leading and educating the gifted. To achieve stronger 

congruence, further research into teachers’ attitudes and practices, gifted students’ 

perspectives, and specific leadership actions for school-wide differentiation is needed.   

Notwithstanding some limitations, this study makes several contributions to 

academic discourse, including the development of expertise in GATE for teacher 

effectiveness, the continued evidence of the value of preparing teachers to work with 

gifted students, the inclusion of gifted students’ voices, the centrality of leadership for 

enacting school-wide differentiation for the gifted, and the need for confluence of 

perceptions and perspectives of differentiated practices among teachers, gifted learners, 

and principals for high learning outcomes.  

In the final chapter, I briefly summarise and conclude the findings in relation to the 

four research questions of the study.   
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CHAPTER 11 

CONCLUSION 

  
 Leaders are perpetual learners… Learning is the essential fuel for the leader, the source 

 of high-octane energy that keeps up the momentum by continually sparking new 

 understanding,  new ideas and new challenges. (Bennis & Nanus, 2005, p. 176) 

 … a wise teacher… reflect[s] an orientation towards self, students, and teaching that 

 highlights the teacher as learner in the act of constructing knowledge with her students. 

 (Arlin, 1999, p. 12, emphasis added) 

 When invited into school change processes—when given power to work with their 

 teachers to improve curriculum, instruction, and school rules—research reports students 

 improving academically and socially (Brasof, 2015, p. 36) 

 

 The purpose of the study was to investigate teacher, student, and principal attitudes 

towards giftedness, and their perceptions of differentiated practices for gifted learners. The 

aims of the study were to analyse teachers’ attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners, 

and perceptions of their own teaching practices for the gifted; investigate students’ 

perceptions of pedagogical strategies, classroom engagement, and the qualities of an 

effective teacher, and compare student perceptions with those of teachers; examine 

similarities and differences in the perceptions of principals and teachers about the use of 

differentiated strategies; and study the principals’ perceived understanding of, and their 

self-reported leadership actions for, school-wide differentiation in GATE.  

In this chapter, I present the conclusion in relation to the findings about the four 

research questions of the study as follows: teachers’ attitudes and perceptions (research 

question 1); gifted students’ perceptions (research question 2); principals’ perceptions, 

understanding, and their self-reported leadership actions (research questions 3 and 4); and 

leading differentiated learning for the gifted (synthesis of findings).  
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Teachers’ Attitudes and Perceptions  

 One of the aims of the study was to understand teachers’ attitudes and perceptions 

of giftedness and gifted learners (research question 1). The study’s findings indicated that 

teachers who work with gifted students in selective schools, hold qualifications or 

positions of responsibility in GATE, and/or engage in professional learning in GATE, are 

likely to possess more positive attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners. These 

teachers are also likely to be more supportive of pedagogical strategies (i.e., content 

differentiation, process differentiation, and product differentiation) and the provision of 

acceleration for gifted students. On the other hand, the support from teachers with a 

number of years of teaching experience was mixed. These teachers did not hold positive 

attitudes towards giftedness and gifted learners. However, more experienced teachers were 

likely to be supportive of the provisions of acceleration and content differentiation for 

gifted learners. The study’s findings demonstrated that learner-centred principals 

encourage teachers to examine their beliefs about giftedness, strengthen their attitudes 

towards gifted learners, and facilitate behaviour change in teachers. Effective principals 

lead and motivate teachers in gaining knowledge of gifted students’ needs, and building 

pedagogical expertise in educating the gifted. They foster a school culture in which 

teachers collaborate with one another for achieving high performance outcomes for gifted 

learners.  

Gifted Students’ Perceptions 

To further understand teachers’ differentiated practices from gifted students’ 

perspectives, I collaborated with gifted learners as “co-researchers” who interviewed their 

teachers and surveyed their peers in schools. The students provided insights into their 

perceptions of differentiated pedagogical strategies in classrooms, and into their 

perspectives of an effective teacher and classroom engagement (research question 2).  
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The findings revealed both similarities and differences in the perceptions of 

students and teachers about the qualities of an effective teacher. Both students and teachers 

identified personal-professional dispositions such as being kind, caring, and patient 

teachers as critical for being effective teachers. However, gifted students tended to 

emphasise qualities of effective teachers in professional practice domain more explicitly 

than professional knowledge and skills. The teachers, on the other hand, rated professional 

knowledge and skills of effective teachers higher than their professional practices. Thus, 

the students identified effective teachers to be those who are learner-centred, teach in an 

engaging and creative manner, use a variety of pedagogical strategies, explain concepts 

well, and clearly communicate their expectations and feedback. For the participating 

teachers, effective teachers are primarily passionate and motivating, know their subjects 

and students well, and create a positive learning environment. These disparities in 

perspectives raise concerns about the extent to which individual learner needs are 

addressed in classrooms. 

Both students and teachers identified focus and flow as the top source of classroom 

engagement. Notwithstanding some of the underlying commonalities that existed in 

student and teacher perceptions about engagement, the students tended to identify deep 

understanding of complex concepts, and engagement with higher-level thinking and tasks 

that were relevant and challenging as stronger indicators of classroom engagement. On the 

other hand, for teachers, the gifted learners’ engagement in classroom was primarily 

signified by the extent to which the students engaged in high level discussion, asked 

questions, and demonstrated enthusiasm and excitement in their learning. These 

differences in students’ and teachers’ perceptions once again highlight the importance of 

the need for teachers to develop experiences and expertise in GATE. 
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Gifted students’ perceptions of pedagogical strategies were found to be 

significantly different from teachers’ perceptions. The lack of alignment between the 

teachers’ and students’ perceptions could be due to a host of reasons such as teachers’ lack 

of understanding of gifted students’ perceptions and perspectives, their lack of 

qualifications and professional learning in GATE, and possibly infrequent use of 

differentiated strategies due to teachers’ lack of experience in working with gifted learners. 

Gifted students could also not be aware of all differentiated strategies being enacted due to 

their lack of training in education. The study highlights the need for listening to student 

voices and engaging gifted learners in participatory learning processes so that students and 

teachers have more aligned perceptions and collaborate together as learning partners. 

Effective principals ensure that they enable gifted students’ voices by repositioning young 

people from being passive recipients of knowledge to becoming active partners in learning 

and leadership. 

Principals’ Perceptions, Understanding, and Self-Reported Leadership Actions 

School principals’ and teachers’ aligned perceptions of school-wide differentiation 

for gifted learners are each critical to ensure consistency of teacher practice across the 

school. While the perceptions of principals and gifted students were more aligned, the 

perceptions of principals were significantly different from those of teachers. The insights 

from exemplary principals in the study revealed that differences in perceptions could 

emerge for a number of reasons, including both teachers’ and school principals’ lack of 

knowledge, understanding, and experience in GATE. Effective principals ensure that 

teacher and leader perceptions and approaches to school-wide differentiation are aligned. 

Successful principals work with and through others to build a professional learning 

community that is focused on creating challenging learning opportunities for gifted 

students. They demonstrate deep understanding of school-wide differentiated learning 
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based on individual needs. They ensure that teachers have knowledge of gifted learners’ 

readiness and needs. They understand that identification of gifted learners is the first 

significant step in ensuring that the students’ cognitive and affective needs are met. 

Successful principals have knowledge of effective teacher practice and have high 

expectations from teachers. They ensure that teachers plan concept-based differentiated 

units; have flexible classroom routines; align differentiated outcomes, instruction, and 

assessment; accelerate gifted learners when needed; ensure programs are regularly 

evaluated; and create a culture of ongoing evaluation and reflection.  

Effective principals employ strategic thinking. They provide direction for schools 

through shared vision and strategy. They establish the organisation’s environment, culture, 

and structure to achieve the vision. They carefully plan to create a changed state, anticipate 

potential roadblocks, and find ways to minimise them. Learner-centred principals 

distribute leadership and encourage teachers to build consensus about how to promote high 

performance outcomes for gifted learners. They create conditions in the school for teachers 

to be successful in educating the gifted, enable gifted students’ voices, and engage the 

school community in building the shared vision. Effective principals institute collaborative 

and creative practices in the school, and encourage teachers and students to collaboratively 

contribute to improvement and innovation in educating the gifted. As “lead learners” they 

build learner-centred approaches to differentiated learning for gifted students across the 

whole school.  

Leading Differentiated Learning for the Gifted 

Leading differentiated learning for the gifted is about creating a confluence of 

attitudes, perceptions and practices among principals, teachers, and students; building 

sustainable future directions for school-wide differentiation; enabling students and teachers 

to engage as learning partners; and transforming gifted learners not only into talented and 
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expert individuals but also holistic women and men of wisdom.  The exemplary principals 

in this study indicated that aligned perceptions among school principals, teachers, and 

gifted learners contribute to optimal learning and teaching processes, and are perceived as 

conducive to high learning outcomes for the gifted and fostering their talent, expertise, and 

wisdom development.  

In schools wishing to become learner-centred, the stakeholders—principals, 

teachers, and gifted students—must be the ones who collectively develop their own culture 

of learning and change, rather than be imposed from outside. School principals must create 

a culture in which teachers and students are free to share their basic beliefs and values, 

especially when they hold diverse and divergent attitudes, perceptions and perspectives. 

Teachers must engage in inquiry with gifted learners as learning partners to achieve shared 

learner-centred goals (McCombs & Miller, 2007, 2009).   

School cultures which are focused on differentiated learning for individual learners 

use collaboration between teachers and students to develop meaningful learning activities 

(Keefe & Jenkins, 2002). Collaborative work is a key driver in shifting behaviour. It is the 

“social glue that moves the organisation towards coherence” (Fullan & Quinn, 2016, p. 

73). When principals, teachers, and gifted students work together in achieving the vision of 

school-wide differentiated learning, their confluence leads to “collaborative expertise” 

(Hattie, 2015, p. 2), and the cultivation of collaborative cultures in schools (Fullan & 

Quinn, 2016).  

Concluding Remarks 

 Differentiated learning for gifted students is about honouring each student’s 

learning needs, readiness, and interests for fostering talent, expertise, and wisdom 

development. Leading differentiated learning is about building a confluence of 

collaborative expertise in teaching the gifted, learner-centred leadership to support such 
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teacher expertise, positive attitudes towards gifted learners, and enabling gifted students’ 

voices. Schools and classrooms that enact differentiated learning for the gifted as a regular, 

day-to-day experience become places of learning and wonder. They become places of 

curious delight.  
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Appendix B 

Teacher Survey  

Instructions  

This survey is anonymous and your participation is voluntary. Its purpose is to investigate the current 
educational practices for gifted and talented students in Northern Sydney Region’s schools and 
classrooms.  

The Region’s intention is to develop a G&T Toolkit containing practical, evidence-based strategies 
for effective and routine differentiation in all classrooms to add on to the valuable strategies that are 
already in place.  

For the purpose of this survey, the definition of gifted and talented is the one adopted by the 
Department of Education and Communities as outlined in the Policy and implementation strategies 
for the education of gifted and talented students (revised 2004). It is based on Gagné’s Differentiated 
Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT): 

Gifted students are those whose potential is distinctly above average in one or more of the following 
domains of human ability: intellectual, creative, social and physical.  

Talented students are those whose skills are distinctly above average in one or more areas of human 
performance.  

Section A: General Information 

Please provide background information by completing questions 1-5.  

1. Name of School: _________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Place a cross (X) in the box for the type of school that you teach in:  

Selective High School  Comprehensive High School  
    
Primary School  Primary School with Opportunity Classes   

 

3. Place a cross (X) in the box(es) next to any qualification that you hold:  

Teaching diploma (2 to 3 years)  
  
Bachelor’s degree [e.g., B.A., B.Sc., B.Ed., B.A.(Honours)]    
  
Postgraduate certificate/Diploma in Education  
  
Master’s degree [e.g., M.A., M.S., M.Ed., M.A. (Honours)]  
  
Ed.D or Ph.D.  
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4. How many years have you been teaching:  
 
(a) in total? ___________________________ 

 
(b) at your present school? ______________ 
 
 

5. Have you undertaken any of the professional leaning in the education of gifted and talented 
students? If so, please indicate it below.  
 

A pre-service component of a degree  
  
Graduate Certificate    
  
Graduate Diploma  
  
Ongoing/extended professional learning in the school  
  
Action learning project  
  
Conference(s)  
  
Component(s) of a Master’s Degree  
  
Other qualification. Please indicated type: ___________________________  

 
 
 

6. Do you hold or have you ever held any position of specific responsibility for gifted and 
talented students in your school or at another school? Please describe your role below.  

 ______________________________________________________________________  
 ______________________________________________________________________  
 ______________________________________________________________________ 

 

7. Do you currently teach gifted and talented students in your school? Please put a cross (X) 
in the appropriate box.  

Yes  No   
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Section B 

In this section, please place a cross (X) in the appropriate box to indicate the extent to which you 
agree with each statement about teacher attitudes towards the education of the gifted and talented 
students.  
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9 Our schools should offer special provisions for the 
gifted. 
 

          

            
10 The best way to meet the needs of the gifted is to put 

them in special classes.  
          

            
11 Special programs for gifted students have the  

drawback of creating elitism. 
          

            
12 Gifted students are often bored in the school. 

 
          

            
13 Gifted students waste their time in regular classes. 

  
          

            
14 Gifted students should be left in regular classes since 

they serve as an intellectual stimulant for the other 
students.  

          

            
15 Gifted students might become elitist if they are given 

special attention. 
          

            
16 When skipping a grade, gifted students miss key 

concepts and ideas leading to gaps in their knowledge.  
          

            
17 A greater number of gifted students should be allowed  

to skip a grade.    
          

            
18 A student who has been identified as gifted has more 

difficulty in making friends.   
          

            
19 Ability grouping provides an effective method to provide 

instruction to students of different ability or skills levels.  
          

            
20 The gifted students need special attention in order to 

fully develop their talents.  
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Section C 
In this section, please place a cross (X) in the appropriate box to indicate the extent to which you 
agree with each statement.  
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21 extend and/or modify syllabus outcomes to meet the 
learning needs of gifted students  

         

           
22 teach by using examples and illustrations of concepts  

 
         

           
23 show how parts of the subject are interrelated  

 
         

           
24 eliminate curriculum content for students who have  

already mastered it 
         

           
25 incorporate students’ background understandings  

including cultural knowledge in teaching and learning  
         

           
26 adjust the amount of individual practice that students  

need to master content 
         

           
27 set challenging tasks for all learners           

           
28 plan curriculum to provide a variety of learning  

experiences  
         

           
29 link new material to students’ existing knowledge           
           

30 bring experts/specialists to the classroom to share  
their knowledge with the students 

         

           
31 vary the pace of my lesson to cater for individual  

learning needs 
         

           
32 use flexible within-class ability grouping to maximise 

student learning  
         

           
33 use questions including analysis, synthesis and evaluation  

to stimulate whole-class discussion as well as individual 
reflection   

         

           
34 incorporate higher-order thinking into learning tasks 
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In my classes, I:  
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35 provide opportunities for students to select, implement  
and evaluate solutions to problems or issues 

         

           
36 encourage students to explore diverse points of view  

to think about ideas in a different manner 
         

           
37 encourage students to offer imaginative solutions to 

problems  
 

         

           
38 provide students freedom of choice in a range of ways  

such as selection of topics & products, opportunities  
for self-directed learning 

         

           
39 get students to evaluate their own work           
           

40 encourage students to evaluate each other’s work           
           

41 embed learning technologies into learning and teaching 
activities  
 

         

           
42 encourage students to find solutions to real-life and 

authentic problems  
         

           
43 have students to reflect on what they have learnt and how 

they  
think 

         

           
44 provide meaningful, positive feedback linked to explicit 

criteria 
         

           
45 make use of exemplars/model answers for analysis in 

whole-class discussion   
         

           
46 encourage students to pose their own problems or  

questions on a topic    
         

           
47 encourage student-student collaboration and discussion          
           

48 encourage students to learn methods of inquiry, 
investigation, and research used by experts in different 
disciplines 
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49 encourage students to gather evidence from multiple  

sources through research-based techniques (e.g., print, 
surveys, interviews)  

         

           
50 make use of project-based learning approach        

 
         

           
51 encourage students to undertake independent extended 

research project(s) 
 
 

        

           
52 actively teach study skills  

 
 
 

        

           
53 directly teach creative thinking skills 

 
 
 

        

           
54 foster a challenging thinking climate  

 
        

           
55 motivate and promote wellbeing of my students by  

building their self-confidence and publicly recognising  
their achievements    

 
 

        

             
56 liaise with parents/caregivers in order to foster home- 

school partnerships      
 
 

        

             
Section D 

 
57  

 
How do you know when you are effectively differentiating for gifted and talented students? 
What indicators are there?  

 ______________________________________________________________________
 ______________________________________________________________________ 

58  Is there any other strategy that you like to use to differentiate for gifted and talented  
students in your classroom(s)? Please briefly explain.  

 ______________________________________________________________________
 ______________________________________________________________________ 

59  What support do you have in implementing provisions for gifted and talented students in  
your classroom?   
______________________________________________________________________ 

 ______________________________________________________________________  
 

60  What other support would you like to help implement appropriate provisions for gifted  
and talented students in your classroom and/or school?   

 ______________________________________________________________________
 ______________________________________________________________________ 

 
Thank you for your effort and valuable time to complete this survey.  
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Appendix C  

Scree Plot  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Figure A1. Scree plot of the three factor solution for teachers’ attitudes to and perceptions 
of giftedness and the education of the gifted. 
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Appendix D 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure A2. Standardised coefficients for CFA model of teachers’ attitudes to and 
perceptions of giftedness and the education of the gifted.  
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Appendix E 

Scree Plot  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure A3. Scree plot of the three factor solution for teachers’ perceptions of differentiated 
pedagogical strategies for educating the gifted. 
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Appendix F 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure A4. Standardised coefficients for CFA model of teachers’ perceptions of 
differentiated pedagogical strategies for educating the gifted. 
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Appendix G 

Principal Survey  

The purpose of the survey is to investigate the current educational practices for gifted and talented 
students in the Northern Sydney Region’s schools and classrooms.  

The Region’s intention is to develop a G&T Toolkit containing practical, evidence-based strategies 
for effective and routine differentiation in all classrooms to add on to the valuable strategies that are 
already in place.  

For the purpose of this survey, the definition of gifted and talented is the one adopted by the 
Department of Education and Communities outlined in the Policy and Implementation Strategies for 
the Education of Gifted and Talented Students (revised 2004). It is based on Gagné’s Differentiated 
Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT): 

Gifted students are those whose potential is distinctly above average in one or more of the following 
domains of human ability: intellectual, creative, social and physical.  

Talented students are those whose skills are distinctly above average in one or more areas of human 
performance.  

Section A: General Information 

Please provide background information by completing questions 1-6.  

1. Name of School: _________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Place a cross (X) in the box for the type of school that you lead:  

Selective High School  Comprehensive High School  
    
Primary School  Primary School with Opportunity Classes   

 

3. Place a cross (X) in the box(es) next to any qualification that you hold:  

Teaching diploma (2 to 3 years)  
  
Bachelor’s degree (e.g., B.A., B.Sc., B.Ed.)   
  
Honours   
  
Postgraduate Certificate/Diploma in an area of education  
  
Master’s degree [e.g., M.A., M.S., M.Ed., M.A. (Honours)]  
  
Ed.D or Ph.D.  
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4. To what extent have you participated in your professional development in the area of 
gifted and talented education, either at university level as part of a degree, or in other 
professional learning activities?  

Not at all  
To some extent   
Substantially  

 
5. How many years have you been the school Principal:  

(c) in total? ___________________________ 
(d) at your present school? ______________ 

 
6. Please tick the following boxes if accurate for your school. To identify and keep track of 

students’ exceptional abilities, the school uses:  

Formal and informal school assessment tools  
  
External assessments/testing     
  

Liaison with feeder schools for background information   
  
Counsellor involvement   
  
Peer nominations  
  
Parent nominations   
  
Teacher nominations based on a formal checklist of characteristics   
  
Teacher nominations based on their perceptions   
  
An in-school gifted education committee/team to target gifted students’ needs   
  
A data base specifically for tracking gifted students’ performance    
  
Other: please give brief details:  __________________________________  

 
7. To what extent do you believe it is true to say that provisions at your school to cater for 

your needs of gifted students is a matter of daily routine?   

Not at all   
  
For some teachers      
  
For about half the teachers    
  
For the majority of teachers    
  
For all teachers   
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Section B 

In this section, please place a cross (X) in the appropriate box to indicate the extent to which you 
agree with each statement about the education of the gifted and talented students.  

  

S
tr

on
gl

y 
di

sa
gr

ee
 

 

D
is

ag
re

e 

 

N
ot

 S
ur

e/
D

o 
no

t K
no

w
  

A
gr

ee
 

S
tr

on
gl

y 
A

gr
ee

 

8 Our schools should offer special provisions for the gifted. 
 

          

            
9 The best way to meet the needs of the gifted is to put them 

in special classes.  
          

            
10 Special programs for gifted students have the drawback of 

creating elitism. 
          

            
11 Gifted students are often bored in the school. 

 
          

            
12 Gifted students waste their time in regular classes. 

  
          

            
13 Gifted students should be left in regular classes since they 

serve as an intellectual stimulant for the other students.  
          

            
14 Gifted students might become elitist if they are given  

special attention. 
          

            
15 When skipping a grade, gifted students miss key concepts 

and ideas leading to gaps in their knowledge.  
          

            
16 A greater number of gifted students should be allowed to 

skip a grade.    
          

            
17 A student who has been identified as gifted has more 

difficulty in making friends.   
          

            
18 Ability grouping provides an effective method to provide 

instruction to students of different ability or skills levels.  
          

            
19 The gifted students need special attention in order to fully 

develop their talents.  
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Section C 

In this section, please place a cross (X) in the appropriate box to indicate the extent to which you 
agree with each statement.  
 

In my school, my teachers:  
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20 extend and/or modify syllabus outcomes to meet the 
learning needs of gifted students  

         

           
21 teach by using examples and illustrations of concepts           
           

22 show how parts of the subject are interrelated           
           

23 eliminate curriculum content for students who have 
already mastered it 

         

           
24 incorporate students’ background understandings 

including cultural knowledge in teaching and learning  
         

           
25 adjust the amount of individual practice that students need 

to master content 
         

           
26 set challenging tasks for all learners           
           

27 plan curriculum to provide a variety of learning 
experiences  

         

           
28 link new material to students’ existing knowledge  

 
         

           
29 bring experts/specialists to the classroom to share their 

knowledge with the students 
         

           
30 vary the pace of their lesson to cater for individual 

learning needs 
 

         

           
31 use flexible within-class ability grouping to maximise 

student learning  
         

           
32 use questions including analysis, synthesis and evaluation 

to stimulate whole-class discussion as well as individual 
reflection   

 
 

        

           
33 incorporate higher-order thinking into learning tasks 
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In my school, teachers:  
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34 provide opportunities for students to select, implement and 
evaluate solutions to problems or issues 

         

           
35 encourage students to explore diverse points of view to 

think about ideas in a different manner 
         

           
36 encourage students to offer imaginative solutions to 

problems  
 

         

           
37 provide students freedom of choice in a range of ways 

such as selection of topics & products, opportunities for 
self-directed learning 

         

           
38 ask students to evaluate their own work           
           

39 encourage students to evaluate each other’s work           
           

40 embed learning technologies into learning and teaching 
activities  
 

         

           
41 encourage students to find solutions to real-life and 

authentic problems  
         

           
42 have students to reflect on what they have learnt and how 

they  
think 

         

           
43 provide meaningful, positive feedback linked to explicit 

criteria 
         

           
44 make use of exemplars/model answers for analysis in 

whole-class discussion   
         

           
45 encourage students to pose their own problems or 

questions on a topic    
         

           
46 encourage student-student collaboration and discussion          
           

47 encourage students to learn methods of inquiry, 
investigation, and research used by experts in different 
disciplines 
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48 encourage students to gather evidence from multiple 

sources through research-based techniques (e.g., print, 
surveys, interviews)  

         

           
49 make use of project-based learning approach        

 
         

           
50 encourage students to undertake independent extended 

research project(s) 
 
 

        

           
51 actively teach study skills  

 
 
 

        

           
52 directly teach creative thinking skills 

 
 
 

        

           
53 foster a challenging thinking climate  

 
        

             
54 motivate and promote wellbeing of students by building 

their self-confidence and publicly recognising their 
achievements    

 
 

        

           
55 liaise with parents/caregivers in order to foster home-

school partnerships      
 
 

        

             
Section D          

 
56  

 
How do you know when a teacher is effectively differentiating students in the classroom?  
 

 ______________________________________________________________________
 ______________________________________________________________________ 

57  Are there other strategies for differentiation that you would like to see used in your school?  
 

 ______________________________________________________________________
 ______________________________________________________________________ 

58  How does your school cater for the emotional/social needs of gifted students?  
 

 ______________________________________________________________________
 ______________________________________________________________________ 

59  How does your school foster the leadership skills of gifted students?  
 

 ______________________________________________________________________
 ______________________________________________________________________ 
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60  What other whole school initiatives does the school use to ensure appropriate provisions  
for all gifted students?  
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a Clubs       
        

b Accelerated grades or classes        
        
c Counselling        
        

d Enrichment activities beyond the class lessons        
        
e Working with like-minded students        
        
f External competitions        
        

g Linking with Welfare initiatives        
        

h Mentoring for students – senior students/teachers or outside experts         
        
i Other: Please specify  __________________       

 
 

61 Please specify any other whole school initiatives your school uses to ensure appropriate  
provisions for all gifted students.  
 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

62 To what extent is quality teaching for gifted students different from quality teaching  
for other students?   
 

_______________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
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63 Which of these professional learning strategies have most teachers experienced 
in your school?  
 

 

a Regional professional development courses   
    

b Whole scale professional development day   
    
c Ongoing professional learning of a team of teachers     
    

d Ongoing mentoring/coaching from an outside expert     
    
e Action learning within the school    
    
f Readings and resources disseminated     
    

g Teachers training each other     
    

h Teachers sharing helpful examples of teaching/learning 
strategies with the whole staff    

  

    
i Other, please give brief details:     
 
 

64 

 
 
What other regional support would you like to help your school implement appropriate  
provisions for gifted and talented schools in your school?   
 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Thank you for your effort and valuable time to complete this survey.  
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Appendix H  

Student Survey  

 
Curriculum Planning and Delivery  
 

Never Rarely Sometimes Often 
Almost 
Always 

1. I work on tasks of my choice.  
 

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
 

     
2. I work on tasks/projects in pairs 

or groups.   
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

    

3. I learn key ideas through 
structured activities or 
teacher/student developed 
questions. 
 

 

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

 
 

 
 

   

4. I work on challenging tasks. 
 

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
    

5. I am encouraged to evaluate my 
own work. 

               

 
 

 
 

             

6. I am expected to demonstrate my 
best effort in all learning areas. 

 
 
Problem Solving  
 

               

     

7. I brainstorm ideas and define 
problems.  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
 

     
      
8. I find solutions to problems. 

 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

 
     

 
Critical Thinking Strategies  
 

     

9. I evaluate situations, problems, or 
issues in my work.  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
 

     
      
10. I gain a deep understanding of 

ideas and concepts from the study 
of texts. 

 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

 
     

 
Creative Thinking Strategies  
 

     

11. I explore different ways to think 
about a situation/object/event.  
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12. I offer imaginative and creative 
solutions to problems.  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
 

     
 
Research Strategies  
 

     

13. I gather information from multiple 
research sources (e.g., print, 
surveys, interviews and internet).  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  
 
 

    

14. I draw conclusions from a range 
of data.   

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
 
 

 
 

  

15. I communicate independent 
research study findings (e.g., 
written report, oral presentation).  
 

 

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 
 
  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

16. How do you know when you are engaged in classroom? 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 

17. What are the three (3) most important qualities of an effective teacher? 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 

18. Any other comments. 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix I 

Supplementary Student-Teacher Interview Questions 

1. How do you know when you are effectively meeting the different learning needs of 
every student in your classroom? What indications are there?  
 

2. How do you find out background knowledge of students for teaching purposes? 
 

3. How do you plan lessons to provide a variety of learning experiences to students? 
 

4. How do you encourage creative thinking skills among your students? 
 

5. How do you provide students freedom of choice in classroom?  
 

6. How do you encourage independent learning among students? 
 

7. How do you make learning fun in your classroom?  
 

8. How do you create a thinking learning environment in your classroom? 
 

9. How do you know that you have engaged students in your classroom?  
 

10. What are the three most important things you value in teaching and learning? 
 

11. What are three most important qualities of an effective teacher?  
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Appendix J 

Principals – Interview Questions 

Part A: The principals’ understanding of the characteristics and elements of differentiated 

learning for gifted and talented students, and their perceptions of teacher practice  

 

1. Please describe your understanding of how teachers differentiate learning for gifted 

and talented students in your school.  

2. When planning for gifted learners, what do you expect teachers to know, understand 

and do?  

3. How do you know when a teacher is effectively differentiating for gifted learners in the 

classroom?  

4. How are syllabus outcomes, instruction and assessment aligned and differentiated for 

gifted learners? Please describe the relationship between differentiated learning and 

assessment.  

5. The survey responses have shown that the principals’ and teachers’ perceptions about 

differentiated practices are significantly different. Why do you think is this the case? 

What strategies do you suggest for developing greater alignment between the 

principals’ and teachers’ perceptions?  

 

Part B: The principals’ leadership actions in supporting, implementing and sustaining 

differentiated learning for gifted and talented students 

 

1. What is your vision for differentiated learning for gifted and talented students in your 

school? What role do you see teachers playing in creating this vision? How do you 

communicate that vision to the school community?  

2. How do you convey to the teachers the necessity to differentiate curriculum for gifted 

and talented students in your school? 

3. How do you continue to enrich your understanding of differentiated learning for gifted 

learners? How has this understanding been beneficial to you as a school leader?  

4. How do you enhance professional learning of your staff in meeting the needs of gifted 

and talented students? What resources have you allocated? How often do teachers 
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collaboratively discuss differentiated learning provisions with each other? What does 

professional learning look like for your teachers? 

5. How are teachers engaged in implementing, evaluating and sustaining differentiated 

learning for gifted and talented students?  

6. How do you incorporate gifted students’ voices into planning and evaluating teaching 

practices to ensure that their needs are being met?  

7. What do you think have been the most successful strategies in implementing school-

wide differentiated high performance learning?  

8. How do you acknowledge those teachers who demonstrate effective differentiated 

learning practices for gifted students? How do you share these success stories with the 

entire school community? 

9. How do you know and ensure that your expectations of differentiated learning for 

gifted and talented students are understood and implemented by every teacher in your 

school to ensure high student achievement outcomes?  

10. What are the future directions that need to be undertaken to support and sustain 

differentiated learning for gifted and talented students in your school?  
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Appendix K 

Table A5 

Teachers’ Attitudes to and Perceptions of Giftedness and Gifted Learners According to 

Mean Value of Responses  

Item  Survey Item Mean† SD  

1 Our schools should offer special provisions for the gifted. 
 

4.40 0.75  

9 Ability grouping provides an effective method to provide 
instruction to students of different ability or skills levels.  
 

4.04 0.92  

10 The gifted students need special attention in order to fully 
develop their talents.  
 

3.96 1.00  

*8 A student who has been identified as gifted has more 
difficulty in making friends.   
 

3.66 1.01  

*5 Gifted students might become elitist if they are given 
special attention. 
 

3.49 1.22  

*6 When skipping a grade, gifted students miss key concepts 
and ideas leading to gaps in their knowledge.  
 

3.16 1.19  

*3 Special programs for gifted students have the drawback of 
creating elitism. 
 

3.04 1.31  

*4 Gifted students should be left in regular classes since they 
serve as an intellectual stimulant for the other students.  
 

3.03 1.19  

2 The best way to meet the needs of the gifted is to put them 
in special classes.  
 

2.77 1.24  

7 A greater number of gifted students should be allowed to 
skip a grade.  
 

2.48 1.04  

 
Note. The survey items 1-12 of the attitude scale, PAT_GATS—adapted from Gagné and Nadeau’s scale 
(1991)—are arranged in descending order of mean score for the statements.  

† Means calculated from the survey item scores: Minimum value = 1, Maximum value = 5.  
* These statements were reversed prior to analysis.  
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Appendix L 
Table A6 

Teachers’ Perceptions of Differentiated Pedagogical Strategies According to Mean Value 
of Responses  

No. Item Mean† SD 

35 Motivation 4.56 0.59 

9 Link to existing knowledge 4.52 0.59 

8 Variety of experiences 4.51 0.61 

7 Challenging tasks 4.41 0.63 

3 Part to whole learning 4.37 0.64 

2 Concepts 4.34 0.66 

14 Higher order thinking 4.32 0.69 

26 Feedback 4.30 0.68 

13 Questioning 4.26 0.73 

28 Student collaboration 4.24 0.69 

11 Vary pace 4.22 0.68 

1 Modify outcomes 4.21 0.76 

18 Imaginative solutions 4.20 0.72 

6 Adjust individual practice 4.20 0.71 

5 Background knowledge 4.18 0.75 

34 Challenging environment 4.17 0.74 

12 Flexible group interactions 4.16 0.79 

22 Learning technologies 4.14 0.76 

17 Diverse views 4.12 0.75 

36 Liaise with parents 4.07 0.91 

25 Student metacognitive reflection 4.04 0.76 

24 Exemplars 4.03 0.82 

23 Real-life problems 4.01 0.76 

15 Evaluate solutions 4.01 0.75 

20 Self evaluation 3.85 0.81 

30 Gather evidence 3.81 0.96 

19 Creative thinking skills 3.73 0.97 

27 Problem finding 3.73 0.84 

33 Study skills 3.69 0.97 

29 Inquiry and research 3.69 0.95 

16 Topic choices 3.68 0.89 

21 Peer evaluation 3.65 0.86 

31 Project based learning 3.65 0.93 

32 Independent projects 3.64 0.98 

4 Compacting 3.60 0.94 

10 Use experts/specialists 3.10 1.02 

Note. † Means calculated from the survey item scores: Minimum value = 1, Maximum value = 5.  
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Appendix M 

Table A7 

Percentile Scores for Principals’ and Teachers’ Perceptions of Teachers’ Differentiated 

Pedagogical Strategies 

 
Item Pedagogical 

Strategies 
 % Never  % Rarely  % Sometimes  % Often  % Almost 

always 
   T P  T P  T P  T P  T P 

 
1 Modify 

outcomes 
 

 0.1 1.7  1.4 0.0  15.3 30.8  43.3 46.7  39.9 20.8 

2 Concepts  
 
 

 0.2 0.8  0.6 0.0  7.6 15.0  47.7 59.2  43.9 25.0 

3 Part to whole 
learning 
 

 0.1 0.0  0.6 2.5  6.7 21.7  47.7 57.5  44.9 18.3 

4 Compacting 
 
 

 1.9 0.0  8.9 9.2  34.6 45.8  37.1 34.2  17.5 10.8 

5 Background 
knowledge 
 

 0.0 0.0  1.4 5.0  16.6 30.0  44.8 50.0  37.2 15.0 

6 Adjust 
individual 
practice 
 

 0.0 0.0  1.8 4.2  12.2 30.8  50.8 48.3  35.2 16.7 

7 Challenging 
tasks 
 

 0.0 0.8  0.4 0.0  6.7 24.2  44.8 57.5  48.1 17.5 

8 Variety of 
experiences 
 

 0.0 0.8  0.5 1.7  5.0 13.3  38.1 42.5  56.5 41.7 

9 Link to existing 
knowledge 
 

 0.0 0.8  0.2 2.5  4.0 17.5  39.7 53.3  56.0 25.8 

10 Use experts/ 
specialists 
 

 5.0 2.5  21.7 19.2  42.4 43.3  20.4 31.7  10.4 3.3 

11 Vary pace 
 
 

 0.0 0.0  0.5 2.5  12.8 24.2  51.0 55.0  35.8 18.3 

12 Flexible 
grouping 
 

 0.4 1.7  1.8 5.0  16.8 19.2  43.7 44.2  37.4 30.0 

13 Questioning  
 
 

 0.4 0.0  1.2 1.7  11.4 25.8  46.4 57.5  40.7 15.0 

14 Higher order 
thinking  
 

 0.2 0.0  0.5 0.8  10.1 29.2  45.7 50.0  43.5 20.0 
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Item Pedagogical 
Strategies 

 % Never  % Rarely  % Sometimes  % Often  % Almost 
always 

   T P  T P  T P  T P  T P 
 

16 Task choices 
 

 1.1 0.8  7.5 9.2  32.2 60.8  40.9 21.7  18.3 7.5 
 

17 Diverse views  
 
 

 0.1 1.7  1.9 2.5  16.6 32.5  48.2 51.7  33.2 11.7 

18 Imaginative 
solutions  
 

 0.0 0.8  1.1 1.7  14.9 39.2  46.7 48.3  37.4 10.0 

19 Creative 
thinking skills  
 

 1.6 0.8  8.7 12.5  27.4 45.0  39.1 35.0  23.1 6.7 

20 Self evaluation 
 
 

 0.0 0.8  4.6 7.5  27.2 45.8  46.8 37.5  21.5 8.3 

21 Peer evaluation  
 
 

 0.5 1.7  8.5 11.7  31.8 51.7  43.7 30.8  15.6 4.2 

22 Learning 
technologies 
 

 0.4 0.8  1.6 0.8  15.9 20.0  48.4 45.0  33.8 33.3 

23 Real-life 
problems 
 

 0.0 1.7  2.6 0.8  20.7 37.5  49.8 45.0  27.0 15.0 

24 Exemplars 
 
 

 0.5 1.7  2.4 0.8  22.1 40.0  43.9 46.7  31.2 10.8 

25 Student 
reflection  
 

 0.1 0.8  1.9 0.0  20.5 40.0  48.6 45.0  28.9 14.2 

26 Feedback 
 
 

 0.1 1.7  0.5 3.3  10.4 32.5  47.1 46.7  41.9 15.8 

27 Problem 
finding  
 

 0.2 0.8  5.8 5.8  33.1 56.7  42.4 29.2  18.5 7.5 

28 Student 
collaboration  
 

 0.1 0.8  0.8 0.0  11.2 24.2  50.9 53.3  36.9 21.7 

29 Inquiry and 
research  
 

 0.9 0.8  9.1 7.5  32.3 45.8  35.5 32.5  22.1 13.3 

30 Gather  
evidence  
 

 1.7 0.8  7.4 9.2  25.3 41.7  39.8 35.0  25.9 13.3 

31 Project-based 
learning  
 

 1.4 0.8  9.1 4.2  30.9 37.5  40.0 47.5  18.5 10.0 

32 Independent  
Projects  
 

 2.6 0.8  9.2 7.5  29.9 43.3  38.6 41.7  19.7 6.7 
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Item Pedagogical 
Strategies 

 % Never  % Rarely  % Sometimes  % Often  % Almost 
always 

   T P  T P  T P  T P  T P 
 

33 Study skills  2.1 1.7  8.7 10.0  29.0 41.7  38.6 39.2  21.6 7.5 
 
 

34 Challenging 
environment  
 

 0.4 0.0  1.1 4.2  15.1 35.0  47.9 45.8  35.5 15.0 

35 Motivation 
 
 

 0.0 1.7  0.4 0.8  4.2 10.8  34.7 36.7  60.7 50.0 

36 Liaise with 
parents 
 

 0.6 0.8  5.0 2.5  19.4 15.0  37.3 44.2  37.7 37.5 

Note. T = Teachers (n = 867); P = Principals (n = 120). The teachers and principals were given identical 
survey. 
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Appendix N 

Northern Sydney Region 2012-2014 Plan 
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