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The relationship between teachers’ understanding of giftedness and their classroom
practices in a selected school in Kazakhstan.

Abstract

Gifted students are believed to possess above-average abilities that need to be
considered while teaching them. It has, however, been reported that very often teachers do
not adjust their classroom practices to gifted students’ needs. Teachers’ beliefs about
giftedness, attitudes towards gifted students and receiving training in aspects of giftedness
play a role in how teachers plan for differentiating their instruction. The aim of this study
was to explore teachers’ beliefs about giftedness and how these beliefs affect their
pedagogical practices in a selected school for gifted students in Kazakhstan. This study also
sought to discover the challenges that teachers face in teaching gifted students and the ways
they deal with these challenges. A qualitative case-study with a sample of 8 English
language teachers and 1 principal was conducted in a school for gifted students in
Kazakhstan. Data collection incorporated semi-structured interviews, non-participant lesson
observations and post-observation discussions. Evidence from lesson plans, medium-term
plans and written classroom assignments were also analyzed to answer the research
questions. According to the study findings, there are two major beliefs among teachers. The
most prevalent belief is that every child is gifted. Second, teachers do not have stereotypical
views about giftedness and believe that all gifted students possess very diverse
characteristics. Also, it has been found out that teachers do not hold too positive or too
negative attitudes to gifted students. The classroom practices that the teachers used during
classroom observation showed that most activities in the classroom did not contain any
differentiated instruction in response to the needs of students who were ahead of their peers.

However, differentiation was found to be planned as a whole-school approach of ability-



viii

grouping to optimize English language learning. These findings suggest that though the
study participants are aware of the diversity of gifted students, they do not have planned
strategies for differentiated instruction in the classroom. Lack of emphasis on differentiation
by the school leadership combined with no systemic approach to training teachers in aspect
of giftedness justify the recommendations made to the pertinent stakeholders. The Ministry
of Education can support teachers by creating consistent and practical pre-service and in-
service professional training for teachers in gifted education. These courses should be
focused on the successful classroom practices and help teachers collaboratively develop
lessons aimed at enrichment and differentiated instruction. School leadership should
advocate the principles of differentiated instruction and support teachers in their journey

towards improving their classroom practices.

Key words: giftedness, teachers of gifted students, teachers’ beliefs about giftedness,

differentiated instruction, classroom practices.



B3aumocBs3b Mekay NOHUMAHNEM O0JAPEHHOCTH YYUTEASIMUA U X MeTOAaMH 00y4YeHust
B oaHoO#H u3 mkoJ Kazaxcrana.

AHHOTALNS

OpnapeHHbIe YYeHUKH 00J1a/1a10T CIIOCOOHOCTSIMU, KOTOPbIE JIOJKHBI YYUTHIBATHCS B
ux o0yueHnu. OTHAKO OYEHb YaCTO YUHUTENS HE aJalTHPYIOT CBOU METO/IbI 00Y4eHUs K
NOTPeOHOCTSAM U OCOOEHHOCTSIM OIaPEHHBIX yJanmxcs. [loHnManue yauTensiMu
KOHIICTIIIUH OIAPEHHOCTH, OTHOLICHHUS YUUTENEH K OJJapEHHBIM YYSHUKaM, a TaKXKe,
NPOXOXKJICHHUS YUYUTEISIMH 0OyUEHHs B aCIIEKTaX OJJapEHHOCTH UTPAIOT BaXKHYIO POJIb B TOM,
KaK y4uTelsl HCTIONB3YIOT nuddepenuupoBannoe odydenue. Llenb aToro uccnenoBanus —
U3y4eHHE TOHUMAaHMSI YYUTEISIMU OAAPEHHOCTH U BIUSTHUE STHUX YOSKICHUN HA X METOIbI
00ydeHus B IIKOJIE /7151 OJapeHHbIX jeTel B Kazaxcrane. 9To uccienqoBaHue Takke
NpeIHa3HAYaIOCh ISl BBISABICHHS MTPOOJIEM, C KOTOPBIMU CTAJIKHUBAIOTCS YUUTEIS B
00yYeHUHU OJTAPCHHBIX YUCHUKOB, U CIIOCOO0B pemeHus 3TuX npobiem. B mkome st
OJIapEeHHBIX YUeHUKOB B Kazaxcrane ObUT TPOBEIEHO KAYECTBEHHOE TEMAaTHIECKOE
ucciieJoBaHKe ¢ o0pa3oM U3 8 mpernoaaBaresei anrmickoro s3bika u 1 gupexropa. Coop
JAHHBIX BKJIFOYAJ MOJyCTPYKTYPHUPOBAHHBIE HHTEPBBIO, CTOPOHHHE HAOIIOAEHUST YPOKOB, U
00CYX/IEHUE YPOKOB C YUUTEISIMH ITOCIIE HAOIIOIeHHS. BhITH TakyKe MpoaHaIN3UPOBaHBI
JTAHHBIE U3 TUTAHOB YPOKOB, CPEAHECPOYHBIX TUIAHOB U IMCbMEHHBIX 3aJJaHHU B KJIacCe JUIS
OTBETAa Ha BONPOCHI HcciieoBaHus. CoryiacHO pe3ysibTaTaM HCCIeA0BaHUA, CPEIU YUUTENeH
€CTb JIBa OCHOBHBIX yOexaeHus. CaMoe pacrpoCTpaHEHHOE — MHEHHUE O TOM, YTO KaXKIbIH
pebeHok omapeH. Bo-BTOPBIX, yUUTEINsT HE UMEIOT CTEPEOTHITHBIX B3TJISI0B Ha OIaPEHHOCTH
¥ CYUTAIOT, YTO BCE TAJAHTIIMBBIC YICHUKN 00JIaaf0T OUYeHb pa3HO0Opa3HBIMHU
ocobenHocTsIMI. KpoMe TOro, BEISICHIIIOCH, UTO YYUTENS HE UMEIOT Ype3MEPHO
HETaTUBHOTO MJIM YPE3MEPHO TIO3UTUBHOTO OTHOIICHUS K OJTAPEHHBIM YICHUKAM.

Ha6J'IIOI[eHI/I5[ YPOKOB BBISABUJIU, UYTO METO/AbL O6yquH$[ HCIIOJIb3YEMBIC YUUTCIIAMU HE



coJiepkaT Kakux-mn6o nudQepeHnpoBaHHbIX 3aaHUi B OTBET HA IOTPEOHOCTH
CTY/ICHTOB, KOTOPBIE OTIEPEeXkKal CBOMX CBEPCTHUKOB. TeM He MeHee, ObUIO YCTaHOBIICHO,
yto nuddepeHnuanms o0ydeHus HCIOIb3yeTCs B KauecTBe O0MICITKOILHOTO TI0X0/1a K
(OpPMHUPOBAHUIO TPYII M KJIACCOB COTJIACHO CIIOCOOHOCTSIM YUESHHKOB ISl OTITUMH3AIHH
00y4YeHHSI aHTITMICKOMY SI3BIKY. JTH JIAHHBIC CBUICTEIBCTBYIOT O TOM, YTO, XOTS YUUTEIIS
OCO3HAIOT pa3IMYHbIE OCOOCHHOCTH OJJAPEHHBIX YUCHHKOB, y HUX HET 3aIlJITAHUPOBAaHHBIX
cTpateruit s quddepeHIrpoBaHHOr0 00ydeHus B Kiacce. OTCYTCTBHE aKIIeHTa Ha
TQGepeHIalig CO CTOPOHBI PYKOBOJICTBA IIKOJIBI, @ TAKIKE, OTCYTCTBUE CHCTEMHOTO
M0/1X0/1a K OOYYCHHIO YUUTEIICH B aCIICKTE OJIapPCHHOCTHU OIPAB/IBIBAIOT PEKOMCHIAITHH
3aWHTEPECOBAaHHBIM CTOpOHaM. MuHucTepcTBO OOpa30BaHUs MOXKET MOJICPKHUBATD
IperoJIaBaTesiei MyTeM CO3IaHMsI TOCIISI0BATEIbHON U TPAKTUYECKON MPodhecCHOHAIBHOM
noaroToBku B BY3ax u noBbIeHus KBATU(UKAIMH I YYUTEIeH B 001aCTH OJapECHHOCTH.
OTHU KypChl IOJKHBI OBITh OPUEHTUPOBAHBI HA YCIICUTHBIE METO/IbI 00YUYEHHUS ¥ IOMOTaTh
YUUTEIISIM COBMECTHO pa3padaThiBaTh YPOKH, HAPABJICHHBIC HA 00OTaIICHUE 1
nudepeHImpoBaHHOE 00yUeHHEe. PYKOBOICTBO MIKOJIBI IOJIKHO TIPU3BIBATH K
MCIIOJIb30BAaHUIO MIPUHIIUIIOB AU GEPEHIIMPOBAHHOTO O0yUEHUS U MOICP)KUBATH YUUTEICH

B X IIYTHU K COBECPIICHCTBOBAHNIO MCTOA0B 06y‘~I€HI/I$I B KJ1acCce.

KnroueBsie cioBa: ooapennocms, yuumens 00apeHHbIX YUeHUKO8, NOHUMAHUE YUUMenamu

ooapennocmu, ougpepenyuposarnnoe ooyueHue, memoovl 0Oy4eHusl.



Kazakcrangarsl 0ip MexkTenTeri MyraaiMaepaiH AapbIHABLIBIKTHI TYCIHY MEH
0J1apAbIH OKBITY dicTepi apacbIHIAFbI 0alJIaHbIC.

Agnarmna

JlapbIHIIBI OKYIIBUTAP OJIAp/IbIH OKBITBUTYBIH/IA €CKEPLTYi KepeK KabieTTepre ue.
JlerenMeH MyFaliMIep ©31epiHiH OKBITY 9ICTePiH JAPBIH/BI OKYIIbLIAPIBIH
K@XETTUTIKTepl MEH epeKuIenikTepine oerimaemeiiai. MyramimaepiiH AapbIHIbUTBIK
JKaMBIHIAFBI TYCIHIKTEP1, TapBIHABI OKYIIBIIAP Typaibl KO3KapacTapbl, COHIaNi-aK
JAPBIHIBUIBIK TAKBIPHIOBIH/IA OUTIKTUTIKTI XKETUIAIPY MyFalliMAepAiH AudepeHmnanus
OMICIH KOJIaHyIaphIHa acep eredi. by 3eprreynin Makcatsl - KaszakcTaHaarsl JapbIHIbI
Oananapra apHaJFaH MEKTEN MYHATIMICPIHIH JapbIHABUIBIK TAaKbIPBIOBIHIA TYCIHIKTEPIiH
AHBIKTAII, COJI TYCIHIKTEPAIH MYFAIIMIEP/IIH OKBITY diCTEMEIIepiHe BIKITAIBIH alKbIHIAY
6oubin TabbuTazBl. CoHmal-aK OyJI 3epTTey MyFaliMACPAiIH JapBIHABI OKYIIBLIAPIbI
OKBITYJIaFbl KMBIH/IBIKTAPBIH aHBIKTaYFa )KOHE OChI MOCEJIENIEP/Ii STy KO AapbiHa
apHanraH. Kasakcranmarsl JapbIH]IbI OKYIIBUTAPFA apHAIFAH MEKTEITe 8 aFbUIIIBIH TiJTi
MYFaJliMi MEH ME€H | JUPEKTOP/IbIH KaThICYBIMEH TaKBIPBINITHIK CaIlajibl 3€PTTEY KYPTi3UIIl.
JlepexTep >KUBIHTHIFBI JKapThUIal KYphUTBIMAANFaH cyx0aTTap, cabakThl OaKpLIay, )KOHE
OakpuTaysap/iaH KeiiH MyFaliMIepMeH cabakTapabl TATKbUIayabl KaMTHabl. COHal-aK

cabak eTKi3y JKocmapJiapbl, OpTa MEp3iM/I1 KOCIIapiap *KoHE ChIHBIITAFbI JKa30aria

Xi

TarcbIpMaliapAarbl AEpeKTepre 3epTTey cypaKTapblHa jKayan Oepy YIIiH Tajaaay Kyprizuiil.

3epTTey HOTHXKeNepi OOWBIHIIIA, MYFATIMIEp apachiH/ia €Kl HeT13r1 ke3kapac 0ap. Ex
TapajiFaH Mikip — opOip Oasia JapbeIHABI JereH Hikip. ExiHmIiaeH, MyFaniMaepIin
JAPBIHABUIBIK Typalbl MiKipJepl CTEPEOTUIITI EMEC, MyFaIiMAEp AapbIH/IbI OKYIIbUIAPIbIH
OapJIBIFBI Op TYPJIl ©3TEHICNIKTEPTe e eKeHIH JKaKChl Tycineal. OraH Koca, MyFamiMAepIiH

JAPBIH]IBI OKYIITBUIAPFa KO3KapacTaphl THIM OH HEMECE THIM TEPIC eMeC eKeH1 aHBIKTaJIJIbI.
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CabakTsl OakplIay OapbIChiHIa, Oacka Oanagap/iaH 03bIT KEeTKEH OKYIIbUIAPIbIH
KOKETTUTIKTEpiHE apHaIFaH TuddepeHIaiibl TarncbipMaiap/Ibl Ko Karaania
KOJIIaHbIJIMaraHbl aHBIKTAJBL. JlereHMeH, Oananap/biH KaOieTTepiHe caid aFbUIIIBIH TIJTIH
nuddepeHIralIbl OKBITY JKaJIIbl MEKTEITIK CBIHBIIITAP MEH TONTAPAbl KYPY TOCLIl PETIH/IE
KOJIIQHBLIBIIN JKYPreHi MojiiM 0oJiiel. byst gepekTepre cyieHcek, MyFalliMIepAiH JapbIHbI
OKYIIBLIAPIBIH 9P TYPJIl EPeKIISTIKTEePiH OLTiN, TYCIHTEHMEH, MYFaIIMIEP 1€ ChIHBII
asIChIH/IA YKOCTIapyiaHFaH AudQepeHInanIbl OKBITY CTPaTETUsIIAPHI JKOK.
JuddepeHnmanusra MEKTeN OaCIIBUIBIFBIHBIH €PEKIle KOHII aylapMaybl, COHIal-aK
MYFaTiMAEpAl JapbIHABUIBIK TaKbIPHIOBIHIA OKBITY KYHECIHIH )KOKTBIFbI MYAeT1
TapanTtapfa YChIHbICTapIbl akTaiabl. OKY jkoHE O11IM MUHHUCTPIIIT1 )KOFaphl OKY
OPBIHIAPBIHIA MYFATIMICP] TAPbIHIBLIBIK ACTICKTUICPIHC Nasipiay KOHE JapbIHIbUIBIKKA
KATBICTHI OUTIKTUTIKTI apTTHIPY/ABI JKYHeEN dKoHe MPAKTUKAIIBIK TYP/AE YIUBIMIACTHIPA alabl.
Byt kypcTap napbIHIbl OKYIIBIIAPABI €H Y3/IiK OKBITY dicTeMeNep i KaMTHhiII,
Mmyranimaepre oipaecin nuddepennumanipl cabakTapbl )KocmapiayFa KOMEKTeCy Kepek.
MekTen 6acibUIBIFBI qU(GEpeHITHais TPUHIMIITEPIH KOJIIaHy Ibl HACKHXATTAIl,

MYyFaJIIMJIEPAl ©3/I€piHIH OKBITY 9/IICTEMEJIEPIH IIBIHAAayIapbIiHa KOJIJIay KOPCETY KepekK.

Kint cesnep: oapwinowiivik, 0apbiHObl OKYUBLIAPObIY MY2ALIMOEPT, MYEaniMOepoiH
O0apbIHOBLILIK AHCAYLIHOA MYCIHIKMePI, Oughhepenyuandvt oxbimy, ougpepenyuauyus,

oKblmy 20icmemenepi.
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Chapter one: Introduction

Introduction

The aim of this research study is to explore teachers’ beliefs about giftedness and
how these beliefs affect teachers’ pedagogical practices in a selected school for gifted
students in Kazakhstan. This study also seeks to discover the challenges that teachers face
in teaching gifted students and the ways they deal with these challenges. This introductory
chapter covers several important sections. First, there is a section on the background of the
study. It is followed by the discussion of the statement of the problem. Next, the purpose
and the significance of the study are outlined. This chapter ends with the research

questions and the definition of terms used in the study.

Background of the study

Gifted students are believed to be learning at a different pace from students of
typical abilities. Therefore it is important to provide them with appropriate learning
experiences in the classrooms. The three ways in which gifted students are distinguished
from other learners are how fast they learn, how deep they understand what they learn, and
how keenly interested they are in their learning (Maker, 1982, cited in Parke, 1992). It is
thought-provoking, though, that while some students are bored in the classroom
(Gallagher, Harradine & Coleman, 1997), others may downgrade their performances in
response to low academic demand (Davis, Rimm & Siegle, 2014). Besides, there are a lot
of myths related to gifted students and one of them is that gifted students do not need extra
attention or guidance, simply because they are good enough to navigate their own
educational journey. Moon (2009), for instance, describes this myth as “High-ability
students don’t face problems and challenges”™ (p.274), propagating that this is a
misstatement and many advanced students cannot be successful in their academic and

regular lives regardless of their training. This view is supported by a wealth of research on
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the topic of underachievement of gifted students (Seeley, 1993; Bell and Roach, 2001; Reis
& McCoach, 2000; Renzulli, 1978; Schultz, 2002), where “school etiology” or the school
climate (Davis et.al, 2014) is claimed to serve as one of the many reasons for

underperformance of gifted and talented students.

Why should serving the gifted students be of such significance to us? One of the
most prominent scholars in the field of Gifted Education, Joseph S. Renzulli (2012)

pinpoints three major objectives of the gifted education:

1. Creating conditions for self-fulfillment of individuals with superb abilities;
2. Generating a pool of individuals characterized by problem-solving,
leadership and knowledge-producing abilities in order to initiate progress in a
society;

3. Developing programs and provisions that are more sensitive to the needs of

these individuals rather than to the “good lesson learners” (Renzulli, 2012, p.151).

As the gifted student is the “ultimate beneficiary” (Johnsen, 2012, p.55) of the
educational practices and strategies utilized in the classroom, so the teacher is viewed
as the main facilitator of academic and personal evolution for these students. Indeed,
most teachers are vis-a-vis with their gifted students in the classrooms from day to day,
and they are at the heart of classroom-based decision-making pertaining to the forms of
academic activities introduced in response to the needs of diverse student populations,

including the gifted students. As Sekowski and Lubianka (2015) nicely put it:

Usually, it is them [teachers], who, in cooperation with psychologists or school
education specialists, recognize the abilities of their students and monitor the
choice and implementation of appropriate educational solutions to stimulate the

development of gifted children and young people’s latent talents” (p.628).



These views redirect us to an area of concern, which is related to the process of teaching
the gifted students. In a wide-scale study conducted by Archambault, Westberg, Brown,
Hallmark, Zhang & Emmons (1992), approximately 7000 teachers of 3rd and 4th grades in
the USA were found to demonstrate little or no modifications to their teaching
methodology in regards to the gifted population in the regular classrooms, a fact which the
authors of the research call “a disturbing picture” (Archambault et.al, 1992, p.115).
Certainly, tedious or undemanding curricula, a plethora of family and emotional profiles
are also among the factors subject to blame for the fact that gifted students may fall behind
their potential performance (Reis & Renzulli, 2004), however, it is the teacher who can
adjust and differentiate the curriculum and his/her pedagogy according to the students’
needs and have the expertise on the peculiarities, challenges and bonuses of teaching the
gifted population (Sekowski & Lubianka, 2015).

Remarkably, gifted education paradigm has been receiving criticism from scholars
who advocate inclusion and rethinking the notion of giftedness as such. For instance, Mara
Sapon-Shevin, in her book Playing Favorites: Gifted Education and the Disruption of
Community (1994) expresses her concern about the implementation of gifted education and
characterizes the process as being “elitist, meritocratic, and constitutes a form of
educational triage” (Sapon-Shevin, 1996, p.195). Similarly, despite admitting that children
do learn in different ways and with different pace, Borland (2003) argues that giftedness is
a concept that was constructed by people to favor one group of people and segregate
another one and the current approach to gifted education should be revisited and rebuilt.

Inclined to akin views, there are some countries which adopt a shift in the policies
against the notion that gifted students should receive privileged services. Such countries as
Finland (Laine & Tirri, 2015) and Japan (Cooper, 1999), for instance, do not have any
policies and provisions in regard to gifted students. Also, countries with highest PISA

results do not have any distinctive lines between the gifted and less able students and do



not push students towards competition-based schooling (OECD, 2014). In Kazakhstan,
however, gifted education has been highly prioritized during the Soviet times and after
gaining sovereignty in 1991. One of the key transformations in education took the form of
founding special schools for talented young children in all major cities of the country
(Yakavets, 2013; Bekishev, 2013; OECD, 2014). In 2011, official data showed that there
were 115 specialised schools for gifted children in Kazakhstan (OECD, 2014). Gifted
students have been perceived to be the country’s future driving force for economic
development and 20 intellectual schools have opened its doors to the students who would
“generate scientific discoveries and produce ideas which will contribute to the country’s
economic growth” (Yakavets, 2013, p.514).

My career as an English language teacher started in one of the schools for
gifted students and since then | have been teaching gifted students. My experience showed
that even in gifted schools every teacher will face students with various levels of
knowledge and abilities. Some of these students will be in need of more challenging tasks
that need to be thoughtfully pre-planned. What | also saw was that planning differentiated
instruction requires extra time and work, and more often than not, requires solid
knowledge about gifted students, their cognitive characteristics, and their learning styles.
As Gallagher et al. (1997) put it, “Unless prepared to teach gifted students, most teachers
have had little or no background on strategies to cope with these creative and fertile
minds” (p.136). Hence, realizing that many teachers, including me, find differentiation
quite challenging, | have become keenly interested in learning how teachers conceptualize
giftedness, whether all teachers understand giftedness in the same way, and what methods

they use to teach their students.

Statement of the Problem
The existing literature on teachers of the gifted population reveals that the USA, for

instance, has professional standards in Gifted Education. These standards provide guidance
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to educators in the field and also serve as a benchmark for licensing and certifying teachers
who are passionate about their careers in teaching the gifted students and develop
appropriate skills and knowledge (Johnsen, 2012). The analysis of this framework
indicates that these standards are of profound assistance to teachers in terms of training and
providing them with professional competence. Other countries like England, Scotland, and
Australia offer continuous professional development in gifted education for the teachers,
and after a study of the teachers in this program, it was found out that negative attitudes
towards gifted students can be alleviated through these professional development programs

(Geake & Gross, 2008).

Compared to the abovementioned countries, Kazakhstan’s system of gifted
education is inherited from the Soviet system, where high ability students were and still are
educated in special schools opened to meet the needs of intellectually capable students.
The official data on standards in gifted education and on pre-service and in-service teacher
training in giftedness is scarce. The nationwide training courses launched in 2011 by the
Centres of Excellence are aimed at retraining the in-service teachers, “equipping teachers
to educate citizens of the 21* century’ and revolutionize the teaching practices in
Kazakhstan (Turner, Wilson, Ispussinova, Kassymbekov, Sharimova, Balgynbayeva,
Brownhill, 2014). Differentiation is one intention of the philosophy of this program
(Turner et. al, 2014) and it is approached as differentiating and developing strategies to
meet the needs of the gifted and talented students. It was aimed to train 120 000 teachers
by 2016 through the given initiative, however, presumably, there will still be thousands of

teachers who will stay beyond the reach of the national retraining program.

Teacher training is critical in gifted education, because whatever issues gifted
students may face in their school lives, teacher is the ultimate person who can alleviate

these issues. However, there is evidence that many teachers view giftedness as elitist or



think gifted students are fine on their own (Geake and Gross, 2008; VanTassel-Baska &
Stambaugh, 2010). Teachers pedagogies tend to reflect their beliefs about gifted students
(Brighton, 2003). The good news is that teachers’ views can be positively affected by
specific training in giftedness (Geake & Gross, 2008; Hansen & Fedhusen, 1994;

Tomlinson, 2003).

In Kazakhstan, no studies have been conducted in order to see how teachers, with
or without appropriate training in gifted education, tailor their methodology in order to
meet the needs of gifted students either in special schools, or in general classrooms. It is
unknown how teachers understand giftedness and what strategies teachers currently apply
to the gifted students they encounter on a daily basis. As Gallagher et al. (1997) suggest,
“Even good school systems need to review whether they are really providing their brightest
students with academic and intellectual challenge...”(p.136). These elaborations lend some
support to the need of investigating the pedagogical practices existent in our classrooms in
order to inform us about the state of gifted students. We need to examine the abilities or
inabilities of teachers to meet the academic needs of highly able students, particularly

those, accommodated by specialized education.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to investigate into teachers’ understanding of giftedness
and teaching the gifted students and the nature of the pedagogical practices teachers apply
in their classrooms in a selected school in Kazakhstan. The study aims at discovering how
teachers’ views about giftedness and gifted students influence their classroom practices,
what challenges they face in teaching the gifted and how they address those challenges. It
will also look at the school leaders’ views and the school’s policies in regards to teaching

gifted students and training the teaching staff in aspects of giftedness.



Significance of the study

The most large-scale study into whether curriculum is modified through appropriate
teaching to meet the needs of gifted students and what types of strategies are used in these
classrooms is the Classroom Practices Study by Archaumbalt et.al (1992). The study
involved a survey administered to more than 7000 teachers of 3rd and 4th grades and
observations of 46 classrooms across the USA. The study concludes that teachers were
able to tailor their pedagogy for the needs of the gifted students only insignificantly. Since
more advanced activities were used on a very rare basis, the researchers concluded that
“Few differences were noted in the responses of teachers who teach in schools in which a
gifted program exists and schools in which a formal program does not exist” (Archaumbalt
et.al, 1992, p.115). Of course, this research has provided us with substantial data on the
state of gifted education in the USA, but it did not examine the reasons behind such
thought-provoking data. There are a number of questions this study evokes in relation to
what challenges teachers experience from day to day basis and what their beliefs
concerning the giftedness are. Therefore, my research focuses be on investigating
teachers’ perspectives to the issue.

In addition to that, previous research conducted in the field of classroom practices
for the gifted involved regular classrooms and schools. These studies were also
predominantly of quantitative nature, whereas my study looks at the nature of pedagogical
practices and strategies for the gifted learners in a specialized school for gifted learners and
is an exploratory qualitative study. This study offers valuable practical implications for the
special schools with gifted services and regular schools alike, because in both settings there
will always be students in need of more profound instructional provisions. The study may
inform the school administrations about the need for continuous professional support in
terms of training the teaching staff on the peculiarities and characteristics of gifted

learners, on the best pedagogical strategies to teach the gifted students and the
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differentiation policy of the school. The policy makers (Ministry of Education and Science
of Republic of Kazakhstan) may benefit from this study in terms of reviewing their policies
about gifted education and raise the question of the need for pre-service and in-service
teacher training in aspects of teaching the gifted students. The participants may reflect
upon their professional development and their choice of teaching strategies with their
students. Moreover, this study helps me gain basic skills of conducting a thorough
empirical research and has practical benefits for me as a teacher-leader in my workplace.
Finally, it may contribute to the existing literature on gifted students, particularly to the
scarce body of knowledge about practices in gifted education in Kazakhstan and Central

Asia.

The research questions:

1. How do English language teachers understand giftedness in a selected school in
Kazakhstan?

2.  What pedagogical practices do the English language teachers use with gifted
students in their classrooms?

3. What challenges do these teacher face in teaching gifted students and how do

they address those challenges?

Definition of Terms

To ensure clarity for readers and maintain common understanding of specific
terms, it is important to define them based on the existing literature. Though there are
no universally agreed upon definitions, | am applying the following definitions in this
research study:

1. “Giftedness - the possession and use of untrained and spontaneously expressed natural
abilities (called outstanding aptitudes or gifts), in at least one ability domain, to a degree
that places an individual at least among the top 10 per cent of age peers. The four domains

are: intellectual, creative, socio-affective and sensorimotor” (Gagné , 2004, p.3).



2. Pedagogical practices — strategies and activities teachers apply in the classroom to

ensure student learning.

3. “Differentiation of instruction” - a modification of the curriculum and instruction to

meet students’ differing learning needs, styles, interests and abilities (Archambault et. al,
1993).

4. “Otlichnik” — a Russian term widely used in Kazakhstan in relation to students who get
only highest marks in all subjects at school.

5. “Troyechnik” — a Russian term widely used in Kazakhstan in relation to students who
get only poor marks in all subjects at school.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

Introduction

This chapter presents an overview of literature on a range of topics relating to gifted
students. Some of the topics are generally related to the concepts of giftedness and gifted
students, and others are specifically related to issues around gifted education and
pedagogical approaches used for gifted children. The literature includes references to
research from sources such as books, articles, and research reports originating from both

western and local contexts.

Giftedness

Controversies surrounding how to define the true nature of giftedness and
identification of gifted students are beyond the scope of this study, nevertheless, a brief
overview is provided in this section. Recorded history of efforts to comprehend giftedness
dates back as early as a century ago (Subotnik, Olszewski-Kubilius & Worrell, 2011).
Throughout all the years that “giftedness” has been researched in order to understand and
define, it has delivered us so many definitions of giftedness that it only moved research
away from a consensus related to this issue. According to Jolly (2008), Terman offered the
earliest descriptors of giftedness, employing the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale and
defining giftedness using the high Intelligence Quotient (IQ) (p.27). Terman’s definition
depicted giftedness to be the general intellectual capability at the top 1% of the rank, as
measured by the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale (Renzulli, 1978). This definition has
been acknowledged as limited to academic achievement only, because human beings can
be gifted in many other areas apart from intellectual (Renzulli, 1978). Furthermore,
Subotnik et al. (2011) argued that nature of giftedness develops over time and it is not the
same as intelligence. Though there are numerous and various definitions, 1Q has been the

dominant indication of giftedness up to this point (Yakavets, 2014).
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Some more complicated and sophisticated definitions of giftedness can be observed
among scholars as well. Among the early ones is the definition by Renzulli (1978), who
summarized past and current definitions of giftedness, proposing that in order to be
classified as gifted, a human being should possess three key traits — above-average 1Q,
perseverance and task commitment, and outstanding creativity (Renzulli, 1978, p.87).

Gagne (2004) is another prominent researcher involved with giftedness.
According to him, giftedness is the ability to apply exceptional innate abilities in any
of the four fields — intellectual, creative, socio-affective, and sensorimotor, provided
that the manifestation of these skills locates the individual at least among the top 10 %
of his/her age peers (p.120). The National Association for Gifted Children in the USA
has employed a definition similar to Gagne’s generalization (NAGC Position
Statement, 2010, para.l). It also advocated that giftedness should be narrowed to the
notion of school-based giftedness while looking at issues that gifted children face
within the school context (Cross and Coleman, 2014). Gifts and talents develop from
the early stages of life through adolescence, and they should be also thought of as the
results of an individual’s development over a period of time (Subotnik et al., 2011;
Cross & Coleman, 2014).

The achievement aspect of giftedness, too, has been discussed, because
even though giftedness can be identified in a person, it may not always result in
achievement over time and is rather a dynamic entity. As can be seen, there is no
one common approach for identifying or classifying gifted children and the
definition has evolved from being static and tied to intelligence to one that

emphasizes a more holistic view of various talents.

Issues surrounding teaching gifted learners
One of the most pressing matters of concern for many educators across the globe is

that gifted students can occasionally stumble upon various barriers and sometimes be at
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risk of failing academically (Mills, 2003). A myriad of reasons are seen as causing bright
students’ underachievement at schools (Van Boxtel and Monks, 1992; Whitmore, 1986),
including personal emotional hardships and family-related complications (Gallagher et al.,
1997; Baker, Bridger & Evans, 1998). The focus of this paper, though, is the school
experience by gifted learners, which is also considered to be a leading cause of gifted
learners’ underachievement, because gifted students spend most of their academic life in
regular classrooms in front of teachers with different backgrounds and teaching
methodologies (Mills, 2003). Gifted students are sometimes seen to be neglected by the
administration, teachers, and counselors of the school because there is a common belief
that gifted students do not need extra attention and assistance (Reis, Hebert, Diaz, Maxfield
and Ratley, 1995; VanTassel-Baska and Stambaugh, 2010). The educational experience of
every gifted child depends on the curriculum, which can appear to be tedious and
unchallenging for them (Diaz, 1998; Gallagher et al., 1997) and the instructional routine
within the schooling organizations, therefore considerable amount of attention is focused
on the way the gifted learners are actually taught.

It has become crucial for educators to understand that their students are not a
homogeneous group of individuals, but all have their own unique peculiarities and needs.
Gifted students are not an exception and are also all very different. Therefore, teachers
should always remember that “Only when individual differences are acknowledged,
embraced, and acted on in the classroom, will gifted students be adequately served”
(VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2010). The literature on the topic of teaching gifted
students (VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2010; Tomlinson, Brighton, Hertberg,
Callahan, 2003; Starko & Schack, 1989; Laine &Tirri, 2015) goes hand in hand with the
vast topic of differentiated instruction for the gifted population and also explores the
characteristics of effective teachers of gifted learners (Hansen &Feldhusen, 1994; Chan,

2001; Mills, 2003).
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While it is not debatable that differentiating curriculum is one the most effective
ways to serve the gifted students (Tomlinson et.al, 2003), whether teachers of bright
students should be trained or not, and what makes a successful teacher of this population is

still being explored from various perspectives (Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994; Mills, 2003).

Giftedness in Kazakhstani Context

It is well-known that Kazakhstan prioritizes gifted education as a means of
facilitating economy growth in the country. On 16 September, 1996, the order N1125 “On
governmental support and development of schools for gifted children” was signed by the
president. Since 1996, this order has undergone slight changes, and in 2008, January 25",
schools for gifted students were first referred to as “specialized organizations for gifted
students” in the order N69 (“Postanovleniye Pravitelstva Respubliki Kazakhstan”, 2008).
In this order, a specialized organization is defined as an organization that “realizes
specialized educational programmes, providing elitist education aimed at in-depth mastery
of basics of science, culture, art, sports, and military skills....in the specialized schools of
the Republic of Kazakhstan” (order N69, January 25", 2008). In 2017, the regulations for
the specialized educational organizations were clarified in the annex to the order and
highlighted that the aims of the specialized organizations include providing “individualized
manner of instruction for the gifted students to enhance quality learning of gifted children
and foster independent learning, project-based and research activities for gifted
children”(Order N499,2003. Modified in 2017). It also says that while specialized schools
are provided with specialized curriculum based on the general curriculum approved by the
Ministry of Education, a specialized educational organization is free to identify the forms
and methods of teaching in accordance with their charter.

In Kazakhstan, special provision for gifted students is mostly provided by the
state’s unified chain of specialized educational organizations called “Daryn”. There are

about 120 schools which educate nearly 61 thousands students across the country
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(“Odarennyh detei v Kazakhstane stanovitsya bolshe”, 2016). Schools for gifted children
receive a lot of support from the president and the government, however, when we think
about the terminology around the concept of giftedness, in Kazakhstan it is not articulated
in policies (OECD, 2014) and it is not clear who can be considered to be gifted. Usually,
the label of the gifted learner is granted to a child who has won a competition/ Olympiad or
has been accepted to a specialized school for gifted children. Also, it is questionable,
whether educators around the country understand giftedness in the same way, and how
effective is the process of identifying gifted learners (Yakavets, 2013). It is not surprising
that there is no research into peculiarities of teaching the gifted within the local context and
no data available on what certain strategies are used in Kazakhstan in response to the needs
of gifted students. It is particularly important to explore what services are provided for
children who were identified and recruited for gifted programs within specialized schools.
Both pre-service and in-service teachers may be right in asking questions like “Who is a
gifted student? What are cognitive and psychological needs of gifted students? Who is
meant to receive differentiated instruction in my classroom? How do | differentiate for the
gifted? Do I need to differentiate for the gifted students?”. If teachers have not received
proper support and training, answering these questions will not be easy for them.
Nevertheless, as there is no ready-to-use definition of “giftedness” and no one universally
eligible way of identifying who is gifted, it is in fact natural, that many countries do not
have a clear definition of giftedness in their policy documents. As Borland (2013)
suggests, “...defining giftedness is a matter of values and policy, not empirical research”
(p.112), therefore it is essential that defining giftedness should not break the society into
superior and inferior groups. On top of that, the author hypothesizes about the chance of
abandoning the tradition of gift identification, because if a student is in need of more
advanced content, it should be provided without necessarily labeling him/her as special or

gifted. This, in opinion of the same author, is the primary task of differentiating the
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curriculum for all types of learners (Borland, 2013). Accordingly, the next section is

devoted to the role of differentiation in gifted education.

Differentiation

One of the most discussed strategies that inform school-based decisions related to
teaching across the world is differentiating the curriculum according to the needs of
students. Differentiation is known as a modification of the curriculum “to meet student's
differing learning rates, styles, interests and abilities” (Archambault et. al, 1993, p.105).
Differentiation requires minding the differences of the learners and providing learners with
choice and an array of learning opportunities in the classroom (Davis et. al, 2014). In the
book “Education of Gifted and Talented” by Davis, Rimm, and Del Siegle (2014) authors
categorize various enrichment and acceleration activities for gifted students according to
grouping strategies. These include gathering all gifted students in one setting part-time or
full-time (like, the special school for the gifted learners that was selected for this study),
homogenous or heterogeneous grouping, and differentiation and other types of enrichment
models. The most important thing for educators to remember is that differentiating
curriculum for gifted students is providing them with appropriately designed, higher level
tasks, and not “simply having them do more of what they already know” (Taylor L.R.,
Smiley R.L., Richards B.S., 2015, p.491)

Interestingly, differentiating the curriculum has also been viewed as a means of
giving up on gifted education and an alternative strategy to creating special programs for
more able or average students. Education systems were even encouraged to abandon
“giftedness” as a categorization process and focus on differentiating curriculum instead for
all kinds of populations (Borland, 2003). May we be proponents of gifted education or not,
it is obvious that differentiation has become a universally accepted response to the

students’ needs in the contemporary classrooms.
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A case-study by Westberg and Archaumbalt (1997) of 10 elementary schools’
successful classroom practices for gifted students revealed that teachers and leadership in
these schools demonstrated awareness of the diversity of their students’ needs, abilities,
and interests and were able to differentiate the curriculum by not expecting all students to
complete the same types and the same amount of tasks all the time. However, not all
schools and not all teachers are as successful as the schools discussed in the
abovementioned study. Despite the fact that differentiation is advocated as an
indispensable strategy for teaching a mixed-ability classroom (Archaumbalt et. al, 1992;
Tomlinson, 2003), there is ample evidence from other studies that teachers, by and large,
do not differentiate their instruction for the gifted learners (Archambault et. al, 1992;
Westberg et al. 1993; Whitton, 1997; Laine, 2015).

Since so many teachers appear to exhibit only slight differentiated instruction, there
may be a range of reasons behind these discouraging statistics. It should be realized that
teachers are not deliberately reluctant to differentiate their instruction. This issue may be a
consequence of teachers’ having no previous training in aspects of giftedness and
differentiated instruction. In many circumstances differentiating the curriculum is painful
for teachers in terms of extra time and effort needed for planning it (VanTassel-Baska and
Staumbagh, 2005). Empirical research has proved that teachers need at least three face-to-
face courses in gifted education to gain the specific essential skills for educating gifted
learners (Hansen, 1994). Otherwise, it is improbable that teachers will be aware of the
characteristics of gifted students and how to deal effectively in teaching them. Another
study concluded that teachers’ mindsets and philosophies are strong predictors of their
practices of differentiated instruction in the classroom (Coubergs, Struyven, Vanthournout

& Engels , 2017).
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All the studies exploring the classroom practices with gifted students to date were
of quantitative nature. Therefore the need to explore teachers’ views and actual practices

through interviews and observations gains more importance in this regard.

Teachers of gifted students

Unsurprisingly, teachers’ roles are in the spotlight when teaching gifted students is
being discussed (Dixon, Yssel, McConnell & Hardin, 2014). As Parke (1992) puts it very
neatly, “As a facilitator, orchestrator, designer, or coach, the teacher presents the
conditions for learning” (p.2). It is reported that teachers are mainly aware of the diverse
needs of their students and demonstrate eagerness to differentiate the instructional
practices within their classrooms, however, there is also some evidence that some teachers
hold negative attitudes towards gifted students (Geake and Gross, 2008; VanTassel-Baska
and Stambaugh, 2010).

If this is not the case, then it may be that teachers are either under qualified in terms
of basic class management skills (VanTassel-Baska and Stambaugh, 2010) or they have
limited practical knowledge about how to serve their gifted students (Laine & Tirri, 2015).
Teachers are also too overloaded with mundane paper work so that they do not have
enough planning time, especially for gifted learners. Tus, they are simply annoyed by the
additional load foisted on them to deliver differentiated instructions for the gifted
(VanTassel-Baska and Stambaugh, 2010). It is suggested that a teacher should not be alone
in endeavoring to serve the bright students and should gain the support of the
administrators in order to use effective teaching strategies for gifted students (Archaumbalt
et.al, 1992; Starko & Schack, 1989). Schools should provide specific in-service training,
such as demonstration lessons and simulation activities, for teachers in order to encourage
them to differentiate more in their classrooms (Starko & Schack, 1989; Dixon et al., 2014).

Mills (2003) propagates that credentials and the amount of training that the teacher

underwent in his/her career does not necessarily make him/her effective in teaching the
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gifted. It is rather the expertise in the specific subject and the passion for the subject is
what may shape a successful teacher of the gifted students (Hansen, 1994; Mills, 2003).
Teachers ‘sense of self-efficacy is also mentioned to be decisive in whether they will
differentiate for the gifted or not (Starko & Schack, 1989; Dixon et al., 2014). In other
words, teachers should strongly believe that the differentiation they apply will make a
difference for every individual in the classroom, including the gifted learner.

The downside to the abovementioned thoughts is that it has been consistently
reported that teachers for the most part do not tailor their instruction according to the needs
of gifted students and continue to teach the average student in mixed-ability classrooms
(Archaumbalt et.al, 1992; Whitton, 1997). The results of an Australian study by Whitton
(1997) found out that the reason behind such a pitfall is that there are not enough
knowledgeable teachers in the field. Moreover, most teachers do not know about the latest
effective practices that could be applied in the classroom for gifted learners (Whitton,
1997, p.38). This may be very true for the Kazakhstani context as well; therefore there is a
justifiable need for research into how the teachers in our schools manage teaching the

students with higher than average abilities so that their full potential could be achieved.

Teachers’ understanding of giftedness

Teachers can be a source of motivation for better performance to their students by
demonstrating positive attitudes (Wilson, 2016). In general, teachers’ views about the
concept of giftedness and educating gifted students were found to be very diverse
(Szymanski, Croft & Godor, 2017). While there is evidence that teachers, by and large,
acknowledge that gifted students need differentiated instruction (Laine & Tirri, 2015), it is
also concurred that giftedness is viewed in a negative light by educators without training in
gifted education (Geake and Gross, 2008; VanTassel-Baska and Stambaugh, 2010).
Teachers sometimes get frustrated by the complex questions gifted students ask in the

lessons.
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Researchers in the field of gifted education in the USA highlight four prevailing
views about gifted students:

1) Gifted students do not need support because they will succeed in any environment;

2) Gifted programs are elitist because they serve children with better socio-economic

backgrounds;

3) Schools favor non-academic talent more than academic talent;

4) Academically gifted students are labelled as “nerds” (Subotnik et al., 2011, p.8).
It is also noteworthy, that teachers’ views of gifted students may change along the grade
level. It was discovered that teachers of elementary school would associate more negative
characteristics with gifted students than their colleagues from secondary school level
(Copenhaver & Mclntyre, 1992). It was also revealed that teachers who had training and
experience in gifted programs had more awareness about the gifted students’ frustrations
and challenges in the classroom (Copenhaver & Mcintyre, 1992).

Teachers of minority and disadvantages students were asked to name main
characteristics of gifted students and as a result, it became known that teachers tend to
name typical, positive characteristics of gifted students more than other characteristics
(Neumeister, Adam , Pierce, Cassady & Dixon, 2007). They associated giftedness with
high achievement, good memory, better learning skills, deeper understanding of topics,
curiosity, wider range of vocabulary, higher motivation. Fewer teachers associated
boredom with gifted students, and most of the characteristics that are pertinent to minority
ethnicities were not mentioned by most of the teachers (Neumeister et al., 2007).

Early childhood teachers expect gifted students to be “excellent, having potential,
being rare, being noticeable, possessing innate or God-given ability, being motivated as
well as demonstrating asynchronous development (Lee, 1999, p.194).

According to Blair (as cited in Vantassel-Baska & Staumbagh), there are two main

beliefs that make teachers successful in teaching the gifted students. First, understanding
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that students have different abilities, and second, a belief that teacher is rather a facilitator
than a single source of all information. Also, as it was mentioned before, teachers’
understanding of giftedness depends on their pre-service training and further professional

development in the aspects of giftedness (Blazic & Stanojevic, 2014).

Classroom practices with gifted students

The literature on classroom practices for gifted students has not prescribed a
universal formula for teaching the gifted students. Different authors have varying views on
what classroom practices are effective with gifted students. However, there are two major
strategies commonly proposed by research for educating gifted students — acceleration and
enrichment (Davis, Rimm & Siegle, 2011; Subotnik et al., 2011; Vantassel-Baska &
Staumbagh, 2010).

Acceleration is providing an opportunity for gifted students to move faster through
the standard subject content, which may also include grade-skipping (Davis et al., 2011).
Single-subject acceleration, access to specific college courses, independent, self-paced
study are examples of acceleration (Subotnik et.al, 2011).

Enrichment includes involving gifted students in work with advanced materials
and tasks that are not offered by the regular curriculum (Davis et al., 2011). Some
examples of enrichment activities include research projects, field trips, mentorship
programs, subject contests, technology use, creative writing projects, science and art fairs,
school-wide reading programs, clubs, summer programs, internships, student exchange
programs, mini courses, interest groups etc. (Davis et al., 2011, Parke, 1992; Vantassel-
Baska & Staumbagh, 2010)

What is integral for both acceleration and enrichment in the classroom is grouping
gifted students. Davis et.al (2011), categorize grouping types into full-time homogeneous
grouping, full-time heterogeneous grouping and part-time grouping. Grouping students is

believed to make the task of differentiating instruction more manageable for the teacher
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(De Corte, 2013; VanTassel-Baska & Staumbagh, 2010). As Davis et al. (2011) propose,
“Differentiation relies on flexible grouping, clear expectations, and a shared understanding
that different students must be doing different things at the same time” (p.174).

Teachers of gifted students are encouraged to plan activities that match gifted
students’ abilities and interests. Empirical research revealed that reality does not
correspond to what is usually theoretically advocated. For example, a study by
Archaumbalt et al. (1992) included 39 classroom practices used with gifted and average
students under six broader categories : Questioning and Thinking, Providing challenges
and Choices, Reading and Written Assignments, Curriculum Modifications, Enrichment
centers, Seatwork . This study demonstrated that the most frequently used strategy for
gifted students in regular classrooms is questioning and thinking skills activities. The
authors of the same study concluded that some of other activities teachers actually use with
gifted students were “advanced readings, independent projects, enrichment worksheets,
and reports of various kinds” (Archaumbalt et al., 1992, p.114).

Data gathered through classroom observations revealed that gifted students were
mostly engaged in written tasks and review activities, and worked individually or in groups
for less than 14% of their whole time in the classroom (Westberg et al., 1994). Some other
types of classroom practices that gifted students were doing included “audio-visual tasks,
demonstration, discussion, explain/lecture, games, non-academic, oral reading, project
work, review/recitation, silent reading, role-playing, testing, verbal performance, written
assignments” (Westberg et al., 1994, p. 129).

A more recent study demonstrated that differentiation and promoting independent
learning were among the most popular strategies with Finnish teachers (Laine & Tirri,
2015). In addition to these, Finnish teachers mentioned giving extra work and using gifted
students as their assistants as some of the practices they apply in the classroom. Flexible

grouping and self-paced learning were seldom used by Finnish teachers (Laine & Tirri,
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2015), even though there is evidence that cluster grouping, for instance, creates positive
conditions for gifted students (De Corte, 2013). However, there are teachers who were
found to be quite successful at teaching the gifted students. The study of classroom
practices (Westberg and Archaumbalt, 1997) described teachers who coped best with
differentiation as follows:
“They did not expect all of their students to complete all of the same pages in a
textbook, at exactly the same times throughout the year, with the same readiness, and
with the same outcomes. They did not believe it was important to “keep them all
together”; Instead, the teachers established high standards, made curriculum
modifications, found mentors, encouraged independent investigations and projects,
or created flexible instructional groups to develop the talents of their more capable
students” (p.49).
To conclude this section, classroom practices with gifted students should be
planned with consideration of several important factors — student interests, students’ pace
of learning, degree of challenge, giving choice to students and differentiation through

appropriate grouping.

Summary

To sum up the overview of existing literature, major studies in the field of teaching
gifted students demonstrate that teachers do not modify their pedagogies in response to
gifted students’ interests and needs (Archaumbalt et al., 1992; Laine & Tirri, 2015;
Westberg et al., 1993;). Teachers’ beliefs about giftedness and teaching gifted students are
claimed to predetermine teachers’ readiness to address the needs of gifted students
(Brighton, 2003). Notably, teachers’ beliefs can be affected by professional training in
giftedness (Tomlinson et al., 1994).

The available literature offers a variety of definitions of giftedness, but very few

studies examined how teachers understand the concept of giftedness and how this
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understanding influences their classroom practices. Kazakhstan places a lot of emphasis on
gifted education, but what teachers in Kazakhstani schools actually know about giftedness
and strategies to teach gifted students has not been researched. This study may address

bridging this particular gap in existing literature.
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Chapter Three: Methodology

Introduction

The purpose of this study is to investigate teachers’ and school leaders’
perceptions and views about gifted students and the nature of the pedagogical practices
applied in the classrooms while teaching gifted students in a selected school in
Kazakhstan and the rationales they have for the preferred pedagogical practices. This
chapter explains the research design and methodology, sampling strategies, data
collection instruments, data analysis procedures, and the ethical considerations taken

into during the study.

Research Design

As the aim of this study is examining the school leaders’ and teachers’ views in
relation to gifted learners and teachers’ practices applied in the classroom in response to
the needs of gifted children, the qualitative research design, particularly, a case study
was seen as most appropriate to answer the research questions for two reasons: the
existing studies have been dominantly quantitative and secondly, | wanted to keep my
mind open to different perspectives and not limit the study to certain variables, have a
smaller sample and gain more in-depth knowledge about the topic. Also, as the primary
purpose is to talk directly to people to discover their perceptions, interpret the events
from their perspective, in their settings, the paradigm of the study is interpretivist in
nature (Glesne, 2011). The data was collected through semi-structured interviews with
the teachers, non-participant observations of their teaching in the classroom, and through
document analysis. The purpose of observing the teachers was not only for
methodological triangulation, but for discovering the relationship between the teachers’
beliefs and knowledge about giftedness and the practices they exercise in the classroom. |
developed a semi-structured interview guide questions based on my research questions

and main concepts from Classroom Practices Questionnaire (Archaumbalt et.al, 1992;).
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Additionally, the codes for instructional activities from Classroom Practices Record
(Westberg et al., 1993) guided me in developing a classroom observation protocol
according to the focus of my study.

Besides, document analysis allowed me to look at the data available in the form of
text and other “nonliving data” (Leavy, 2017, p.146) within the school. This data included
lesson plans, middle-term plans (called “KTP”), and samples of classroom assignments.
Initially, I had also planned to look at the school mission and vision, but it was not
accessible. The school had just embarked on designing the school mission and vision with
an external expert, so the school was in the process of working out its school mission and
vision and could not share it with me. However, | was advised to use the school website to

find the mission and vision of the school.

Sample

The research site is a renowned school for gifted learners and has a long history of
identifying and educating gifted youth in Kazakhstan. The students are selected to the
school by a highly competitive examination and it has two divisions — a primary school,
which is not funded by the government and charges fees from the parents, and the middle
and high school fully funded by the government, which provides educational grants for
accepted students. Though the primary school does not offer such grants, students are
selected through examination. The school has an extended school day, focuses primarily
on sciences and has just entered the International Consortium of Specialized STEM
(Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics) schools. The school’s main mission is
to “identify and develop talented youth, and form the intellectual elite of the country”
(“Istoriya”, n.d.). Including the primary and the secondary divisions, the school provides
education for nearly 1100 students, and employs 120 teachers.

By purposeful sampling technique, the principal, the vice principal and all teachers

of English language in a selected school in Kazakhstan were invited to participate in the
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study. All of them were sent recruitment letters via emails. | have received responses with
consent to participate from the principal and the vice principal via email, while other
teachers did not respond to my email. The head of the department then organized a
meeting, where she introduced me and allowed me to talk about my research topic and
clarify my purpose of coming to the school. During the meeting, where most of the
English language teachers were present, | presented details about my study, answered
questions, and distributed the recruitment letters to all teachers. | asked them to read the
information after the meeting and decide whether or not to participate in the study. | left
my email address for teachers to send me their consent or refusal to participate. Not
receiving any responses from teachers by the end of the week, I had to request their phone
numbers and tried to reach them through Whats-app. Eventually, 9 teachers were reached
through whatsapp, and 7 of them gave consent to voluntarily participate in the study. | had
planned to recruit 7-9th grades’ teachers for the main sample, but only 6 teachers of 7th
and 9th grades (including the principal and vice principal) agreed to voluntarily participate
in the study. Therefore | invited two more teachers of 5-6th grades to participate in the
study and they agreed to do so. Thus my sample consisted of 9 participants - 8 English
language teachers from grades 5 to 9(including the vice-principal) and the principal of the
school.

| focused on English language teachers because as a teacher of English myself, |
am more familiar with the teaching methods and activities in this particular subject. 5-9th
grades were selected as most studies on the topic of classroom practices with gifted
students have been focusing on teaching at the elementary school level (see Archaumbalt
et al.,1992; Westberg et al.,1993; Laine & Tirri, 2015) , while literature suggests that
gifted students’ academic performance may start going downhill and patterns of
underachievement can become evident at the level of senior primary and middle school

level (Baker et al.,1998). Therefore it is sensible to address this age group in order to
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understand more about underachievement among preadolescents. Analogically, Tomlinson
discovered that middle-school teachers were not knowledgeable about the ways to
differentiate instruction for gifted learners (cited in VanTassel-Baska, 1998), which the
author finds disturbing because it is generally accepted that students can realize their full
capabilities at the middle school level (VanTassel-Baska, 1998). If this is the case,
examining the teachers of middle-school learners in regards to their pedagogy is helpful in
understanding the abovementioned phenomenon. Moreover, after 6th grade, students go
through one more selective examination and only the most able students are accepted to
the middle school, which means that teachers of middle and high school will need to
attend to these students’ needs using various strategies to enhance their potential. The
sample was not criterion-based, i.e. age and work experience, sex, previous training in

gifted education did not play a role in selecting the participants.

Instrumentation [Data collection tools]
The qualitative nature of the study entailed three methods of data collection that
were employed to generate the data required to answer the research questions — interviews,

non-participant observations and document analysis.

Interviews

Classroom Practices Study (Archaumbalt et.al, 1992;) was the central tool that informed
the interview questions for this study, because it contained all the strategies that teachers
would be expected to use with gifted learners in a mixed-ability classroom. Though the
Classroom Practices Study was a quantitative survey, the variables presented in the survey
guided me in constructing questions for the interviews with the participants. A semi-
structured interview protocol (see Appendix C) was “used to organize and guide the
interviews with teachers” (Brighton, 2003, p.183). Through the medium of interviews,

each individual’s perceptions and experiences were scrutinized. Possible reasons behind
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the teachers’ reported inability to differentiate their instruction in the classroom were
examined from a locally relevant perspective.

Teachers were asked to answer a series of questions about giftedness in general and
about teaching strategies they use with the highly able students, in particular. They were
asked to talk about the challenges they face while trying to meet the needs of their
students. Also, some questions focused on differentiation for the more able students, and
according to the Teacher Nominations technique (Painter 1993, cited in Sekowski &
Lyubianka), teachers were asked to answer the interview questions picturing in mind either
the students who were formally identified as gifted, or those students who they think
“stand out against others in school performance” (Sekowski&Lyubianka, 1993, p.625) in
their particular classrooms. The interviews included such questions as: What do you know
about giftedness? Who do you think are gifted learners? How would you describe a gifted
student? What challenges do you have in teaching the gifted students? What professional
development or training have you had in gifted education? What strategies do you apply
with your students in the classrooms? What do you think are the most successful activities
in your classroom?

Post-observation discussions with teachers, who were willing to allocate time from
their schedules to meet me after the observations, were conducted in order to clarify some
questions that emerged during observations pertaining to the activities in the classroom and
the teachers’ reflections. Despite my initial plan to meet each participant for a post-
observation discussion, | could meet 4 out of 9 of the participants and the interviews lasted
for up to 15 minutes each. Rest of the teachers could not manage time for such interview
due to their heavy workload. The way the lesson had been planned by the teacher and
what the teacher thought of how the lesson went were the questions discussed during the

follow-up interviews.
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By interviewing the school leaders, I got to know the school policy about gifted
children, pedagogical approaches, and resources required and provided to facilitate gifted
children's learning, professional development of teachers, and curriculum and assessment-
related policies and practices. Examples of the interview questions for the school leaders
included the following ones: How are students assessed on entering the school? How are
different students’ needs attended to in the school? How the gifted students’ needs are met
in the school? What kind of support do teachers get in order to teach gifted students?

Except two interviews, which were conducted in English and Kazakh, all other
interviews were conducted in Russian and were audio-recorded to my mobile phone. The
audio-recordings were then transferred to my personal computer and were saved under
such names as Interview 1, Interview 1, post-observation discussion 1, post-observation

discussion 2, etc. All the interviews were then transcribed and coded manually.

Observations

Classroom observations are essential for seeing “the school and classroom context”
(Brighton, 2003, p.184). Observations assisted me in seeing the relationship between the
teachers’ perceptions about how gifted children should be taught and their actual teaching
practices in the classroom. Field notes for the observations were made with the help of the
Instructional Activity Codes from the ‘Differentiated Classroom Observation Scale’ (
Cassady, J. C., Neumeister, K. L. S., Adams, C. A., Dixon, F. A., Pierce, R. L.,2004),
which is a tool used to explore how teachers navigate their lessons in order to meet the
needs of gifted students. This observation protocol (see Appendix D) had originally been
designed for examining the pedagogies in gifted education, but the authors of the protocol
acknowledge that it can potentially be of great benefit for any type of classroom (Cassady,

et al., 2004). The second tool that guided me in constructing the classroom observation

guide was “The semi-structured observation protocol”, which I partly derived from the
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study of Brighton, C. M., Moon, T. R. Jarvis, J. M., & Hockett, J. M. (2007) and adapted to
answer the research questions of this study.

A minimum of two observations were planned and made for each teacher.
Observing for several times was considered to be optimal since the mutual trust and
rapport were needed to be built with the teachers, which would not be necessarily possible
in one observation session. Moreover, each lesson is a unique one, thus there was a
possibility that during the given timeframe, some lessons would not be typical and that
could influence the meanings derived from observations. Therefore to minimize such
nuances, | observed each teacher 2-3 times, except for one teacher and the principal who |
could observe once only. As guided by the observation protocols, | invited the teachers to
share with me their lesson plans before | observed their lessons. This was necessary for me
to orient myself with the topic and objectives of the lessons. Also, I could refer to the
lesson plan in the post-observation discussion with the teachers to see what the teachers
had planned and how they actually delivered the lessons.

The observations were non-participant and no student or group of students were
identified to be observed, the observations were rather aimed at observing the general
learning process and activities taking place in the classroom, type of interactions
happening, the grouping types, the pace of instruction, the level of cognitive activity, etc. |
was also examining the involvement of various groups of students into the lesson, and the

teacher’s style of instruction.

Document Analysis

Documents provided the study with very valuable additional data on how the
teachers plan the lesson, what kind of tasks are given to the students during reading or
other extension activities, what the school mission and vision are, and how the English
language teaching is planned in the department. The document analysis involved

“skimming (superficial examination), reading (thorough examination), and interpretation”
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(Bowen, 2009, p.32). By looking at the selected data more closely, the categories and
themes related to the main topic were identified. “The codes used in interview transcripts,
for example, may be applied to the content of documents (Bowen, 2009, p.32).
Lesson plans and medium-term plans were analyzed to see whether planning
incorporated activities for differentiation. Worksheets containing classroom assignments

served as a demonstration of types of classroom activities used by teachers in this study.

Data Collection Procedures

In order to gain trustworthy data, theoretical triangulation with the help of three
sources of data (interviews, observations and document analysis), “extended time in the
field” (Glesne, 2011), member checking and descriptive analysis was applied during the
data collection. Follow-up interviews were also used as a possibility to complement

gathered data.

Before collecting the data, a tentative schedule for interviews and lesson
observations was worked out together with the teachers and the school leaders. The
approximate time of the research was indicated in this schedule. However, it took me
longer to coordinate my research, because many times, teachers would postpone interviews
and lesson observations due to various circumstances — personal or school-related (change
in their teaching schedule, lessons cancelled due to extreme low temperatures, winter
break, illness, etc). Instead of two weeks initially planned for the interviews to be finished,
it took me one month to interview all participants, and about one and a half month to
complete 13 observation sessions with 8 teachers (and 4 post-observation discussions. Not
all teachers were accessible for the post-observation discussions, and | talked only those
who agreed for a post-observation discussion, though after each lesson there were some

informal discussions of the teachers’ planning and choice of materials/activities.
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Data Analysis

After transcribing all interviews and expanding observation notes, | read each
transcript and note very carefully. Keeping in mind my research questions, | coded all the
accumulated data manually. 1 then organized the codes into groups and developed themes
closely tied to the research questions (Tomlinson et.al, 1994). These themes were inspected
through the observation notes and each participant’s case was summarized with the help of
this data. Patterns of similarities or differences in teachers’ beliefs, most prominent ideas
that emerged during the interviews and that were recurrent in other interviews were also
reported. Most significantly, the relationships between teachers’ beliefs and their
classroom practices were closely examined. A constant case comparison described by
Glesne (2011), involved thinking about “how each of your cases vary in terms of such
things as events, participants, settings, or word use” (p.187), therefore all cases were
compared to one another to see not only commonalities while thematic coding, but also for

the details that stood out as important.

Ethical Considerations

I have followed the guidelines of the NUGSE Ethics Committee and carried out all
the necessary precautions to protect the rights of research participants. After my Ethics
Application was approved on 13" November, 2017, an invitation letter was sent to the
gatekeeper of the school. The gatekeeper, who was the principal of the school, accepted the
invitation and subsequently, signed an official consent form (see Appendix A). All
teachers of English were sent invitations to participate in the study. After teachers were
recruited, a sample of 5-9th grade teachers were selected for the study and were also be
provided with consent forms to sign (see Appendix B). The official consent form to the
school administration and to the teachers contained the research aims and summary, where
procedures for ensuring the anonymity of the participants and research site, and

confidentiality of the information were mentioned. It was made clear in the consent form
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that all the notes, interview recordings and transcripts would be stored on the researcher’s
personal computer, which cannot be accessed by anyone else. The consent form also
underlined the participants’ rights for withdrawing their consent, not responding to
particular questions, stopping the interview as well as member-checking and having access
to the ultimate research report. The participants were asked to voluntarily agree for an
interview and a possible post-observation discussion (if required) and allow the researcher
to observe their lessons for at least, two times during the course of the study (informed by
the speech of Tomlinson, Tomchin, Callahan, 1994). The interviews and observations did

not take place until the consent forms had been signed.

The interviews took place in a setting that the participants found most convenient
for them and most times was a room in the school. It was my priority to find a room or
office where the possibility of others seeing the interview in progress was minimal, but
due to the shortage of unoccupied classrooms in the school, some of the interviews were
conducted in classrooms which could be locked from inside to avoid interruption by
others. Audio-recording software on my mobile phone was used in order to record the
narration of the interviewees.

The collected data would not be discussed with anyone except the participant and
the supervisor. Research findings will be carefully represented in the reports without

providing information that can make the research site and the participants identifiable.
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Chapter 4: Findings

Introduction

This chapter outlines the study’s findings derived from the interviews, lesson
observations, and document analysis. The information presented below fulfills the research
aim, which was to find out how teachers understand giftedness and how they perceive
teaching gifted students in the selected school, what pedagogical practices they use while
teaching English to gifted students and what issues these teachers have in teaching and

how they address them.

To begin with, I present teacher’s understanding of giftedness. This also touches
upon their attitudes to gifted students, which in literature are stated to play an important
role in teachers’ decision to select certain teaching strategies to meet the needs of gifted
students. Following this theme, I uncover teachers’ stories about their teaching
philosophies, their grading, seating and grouping policies, and what activities teachers
deem to be the most successful with their student. This part also integrates the information
about the classroom practices used by teachers during lesson observations. | also discuss
how teachers differentiate their teaching methods for the fast learners. Finally, I discuss the
challenges teachers face in their teaching and what kind of professional development

teachers find crucial for their further career.

Teachers’ understanding of giftedness

Teachers’ opinion on what giftedness is and what characterizes a student as gifted
unfolded in two main streams. About half of the teachers interviewed for this study were
convinced that all students, all people, in fact, are gifted in one way or another, and the
other half of the interviewed teachers had diverse opinions on what constitutes giftedness.

They would mainly underline the idea that a gifted student would stand out and be
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different from the rest of the class. Nevertheless, in the participants’ view, generalizing

gifted students’ characteristics was not possible.

When asked about how they would identify gifted students, some teachers hesitated

to answer, but one of them stated:

| do not divide the class into strong and weak students. Probably, teaching at my
former school shaped this view, but here, in this school also, | do not make any
division. And I guess, again, each student is gifted, and each student has some

moments, that he/she could develop. So I don’t divide them yet. (Participant B)

Another teacher, when asked about whether she attended any courses on giftedness
before, replied: “You know...I don’t divide students into gifted and not gifted and I did not

have any training specifically in giftedness” (Participant D).

Very similarly, another teacher with 7 years of teaching experience, was asked to
describe giftedness as she understood it and she said that she had a very clearly shaped
understanding of giftedness, not related to some specific ability, and it was not about a

specific subject, either. As she revealed:

....I think that any kid is gifted in all things from the very early age, and it is a
matter of seeing their giftedness at the right time. There are many examples, when
kids start to demonstrate some kind of extraordinary abilities and there are many
stories of success or failure, when parents take notice of that at the right time and
these people became very talented, gifted....So this giftedness is something when
the kid starts to take interest in something, and this inclination — it can be
manifested in various ways. And it would not necessarily be hard sciences.
Giftedness can manifest itself through amazing physical capabilities of the child,

and this kid could be the future Michael Phelps (Participant C)
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She went onto say that it was difficult for her to characterize a gifted student, because
firstly, everyone is gifted, and secondly, if the child, for example, has an excellent ability
of persuasiveness, this kid is also gifted in this particular domain. She admitted that all
students and their gifted abilities are so diverse that she did not want to characterize a

gifted student, because that would limit our understanding of giftedness. She argued:

So if we are going to say that a gifted child is communicative, can easily
connect with others, then, by saying so, by default, we are defining that kids-
introverts, or kids with the Down syndrome, are not needed in the society just

because they do not fit our definition of giftedness.... (Participant C)

The ideas mentioned above were confirmed by Participant D. She was contemplating about
the stereotypical views of giftedness and how academic success does not always come to

gifted students, as she stated:

| am among those freaks, who believe that every child is gifted. Because there is no
human with no interests, and with something that they wouldn’t like doing...So we

have this stereotype, that a gifted child is “otlichnik™... (Participant D)

In slight contrast to the opinions above, other teachers were not so certain about
their understanding of giftedness. While they did talk about gifted students and their
needs, they did not have a settled and clear opinion about this concept despite having

received some sort of training in giftedness earlier in their academic studies.

One of the participants said that giftedness is not about genes, but about grit.
Basically, grit, not giving up on what you do is what makes you gifted, in the respondent’s
opinion. Another participant was struggling with answering my questions, because she said
that giftedness for her equals to exceptionality, to something, which she has not yet seen in

her students. She said that in her training, gifted children’s needs were studied as a part of
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a “special needs education” and that this topic was studied along with how to teach ADHD
or mentally retarded students. As a teacher, she could not tell whether student is gifted or
not, because it is a matter of special identification, and she compared it to “a medical

condition”, which should be diagnosed only by specialists. Also she added:

...I think this concept has not settled down in my mind yet. For me, gifted is like a
genius, so I have this sitting in my head, and this does not allow me to say
that...yes, I have students who sing well, who draw well, | do not deny that, we
have such kids. But I think they are...or maybe I am mixing up the concepts, and
when | was agreeing to participate in this study, | had told you that | do not have
clear understanding and it is hard for me to answer. | can say that some kids are
more talented in music, for example. Ok, good. Some people are better at math.
Some people, I don’t know, have better language. They read more, love to read,

but to name them gifted — I don’t know, it’s kind of hard for me. (Participant E,)

Also, in every interview, | asked teachers to name 5-6 main characteristics of gifted
students. From the responses | received, | can see a great variety of personality traits
teachers associated with gifted students. These traits were both negative and positive, but
the overall trend in the teachers’ responses was that teachers were very well aware of the
fact that gifted students have very diverse characteristics — some of them are talkative,
while some are reserved. Some of them are goal-oriented, while others may be
disorganized and have low motivation. Many teachers would present their descriptions

9 ¢ 2% ¢ 9% ¢

with words like “different”, “individualistic”, “original thinker”, “perfectionist”, “in their

9% ¢¢

own world”, “creative”, “fast learner”, “independent”, “have high self-esteem”, “hard-
working”, “brave thinker”. Teachers mentioned that some gifted students may also be

9% ¢

“disorganized”, “anti-social”, passive”, “hyperactive”, “noisy”, “low self-esteem’,
b 9
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“strange”, “disruptive”, “slow”, etc. As can be seen, teachers were very well aware of the

fact that gifted students do not possess only positive traits. As one of the teachers said:

Some people think that giftedness is when children are very fast learners...but it is
not always the case. Because there are gifted students who have their own
pace....hard-working, but, no, not always...they are curious, grasp everything
quickly, learn deeply, are inquiring, hungry for knowledge, but...they may be
passive sometimes. They have a good memory. Their relationship with other people
may be complicated, because they live in their own world, and it is important to

include them into the society (Participant B).

Some of the teachers were convinced that gifted students are modest, more
respectful to teachers, to older people, are forgiving and are more inclined to help others

around them. As one of the teachers with six years of teaching experience expressed:

Frankly speaking, | always tell kids, even if you are brilliant at math or physics, you
have to be a human. If the person is immoral, does not know how to behave in the
society, is inadequate, insults others, humiliates, and does not greet adults, does not

respect teachers, I do not see this child as gifted (Participant H,).

In addition to talking about moral values as related to giftedness, some teachers, when
asked about how they deal with fast learners, expressed their concern about students who
want to oppose the teacher, or becoming disruptive because they always finish tasks earlier

than others. This teacher, who has four years of teaching experience, shares her experience:

| have a student in the 7™ grade, and I don’t know, whether he is gifted or not,
but he has good base in English, and he tries or explain the synonym of the
word....for example, [ am trying to explain that this words means “this”, but he

tries to prove that this word also means “that”. He tries to prove, argue.
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Sometimes, it frustrates me as a teacher, because you don’t want some students
to defy me. Nevertheless, even if he/she is not right, I can say “ok, in some

sense, you are right”. I can say that (Participant F,).

Overall, the participant teachers’ views, perceptions and understanding of giftedness and
gifted students were diverse, but there was one common pattern in participants’ responses.
It was quite apparent that most participants believed that giftedness is not something
specific to a certain group of students, but rather was described as an ability present in each
student but in different domains. In general, teachers were aware that giftedness is not
limited to the academic accomplishment only. Students with different gifted abilities can

excel high in different areas of their development.

Teaching philosophy and pedagogical strategies

The teaching experience of all interviewed teachers ranged from 2 years to 10 years
of teaching. 6 out of 9 teachers had previously had some sort of training in giftedness —
either during university studies, or as a part of their in-service professional development
courses. Teachers mentioned taking part in the in-service professional development such as
the 3-month national training courses organized by the Centre of Excellence in
Kazakhstan, and the Johns Hopkins Center for Talented Youth (CTY) trainings. | was
especially interested in knowing how participant teachers organize their lessons, how they
arrange seating for students, what type of tasks they assign and what strategies they think

are the most successful ones in their classrooms and why.

One of the common themes reoccurring in teachers’ responses about their teaching
philosophies was that these teachers emphasized respect to students and their different
abilities, and for creating a friendly environment in the classrooms. Most of the teachers

talked about freedom of students to sit with whoever they want during classes and about
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not having any stringent policy on grouping. Teachers also said that they wanted students

feel relaxed and free in their lessons. As one of them stated:

This year | realized that | want students feel comfortable in the class. | want to create
a climate where students can joke, with humor, so that they wouldn’t be afraid to say
something. It’s essential in terms of learning the language, because they have a
barrier. And at the same time, | want them to learn something new, because there’s a
tendency going on now — English for fun. They come, laugh, and leave, but there
needs to be balance so that they have a little of this, but drill sometimes, if it’s

grammar (Participant B).

Another teacher participant had a similar view:

My main principle is not to frighten kids and create a friendly, safe environment for
them, so that students are not afraid to speak up in the lesson. In general, | want to be
a teacher-friend to my students. Probably, it has some drawbacks, but I like it this
way more, and cannot do it other way. | cannot stand by them scolding or yelling
because | believe it is ineffective and humiliating. I value them as individuals. | want
my teaching to be student-centered. But | know | am not always successful in that,

but I am working on it...” (Participant E).

Participant I, the most-experienced teacher, explained that nowadays students like lessons
to be fun. She also said that students get bored very quickly, and always wait for something
extraordinary and new. That is why, for example, if she uses a certain activity for reciting
new words, she will have to use another one after a short while, because students get used

to it very quickly.

As for the grading policy, most teachers said that they value hard work and grade

students according to the work they demonstrate having done during the lesson. A couple
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of teachers mentioned being generous in their grading to “weaker students”, but in case
they see that there is effort and hard work seen on the part of this student. Hard work and
effort is what teachers said to value while deciding how to grade their students. One of the
teachers said that the lowest mark she has given for students is 4 on a 5-point scale, where

5 is the highest mark.

Also, as | have already mentioned, most of the teachers confirmed having almost no
policy for seating and grouping, some of them mentioned they prefer flexible grouping
during their lessons. Teachers were in favor of allowing freedom of choice to the students.

As one of the teachers shared:

By the way, | miss this part. Because students should be grouped by the
compensation principle, right? I mean, if someone does not know well, we should
pair him with someone who knows better, so that there would be exchange of
experience, right. In my class, they sit with those who they feel most comfortable
with. Because I don’t want them to feel uneasy with those who they are not friends

with” (Participant F).

“They choose themselves. I don’t have any priorities. I don’t have this thing...when
an “A” student sits with a “C” student. There must be some freedom, I guess”
(Participant D). Another teacher shared a similar view: “While arranging the
seating...I don’t have certain principles. When they come to the class, they sit with

those who they are comfortable with” (Participant B).

Participants E and I, however, had some grouping and seating policies. They said that they
would group students according to the tasks in the classroom and it depended on whether it
was a pair work, or a group work. Participant E mentioned that she would mix everyone
and not stick to one technique — sometimes she would have strong students together, and

sometimes she would pair strong and lagging students together for a task.
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Moving on to talking about various tasks and activities, | asked teachers to share
their experience about the most successful activities in the classroom. It was important to
learn teachers’ choice of activities for their students and how students responded to them,
because it would shed light on the classroom practices and pedagogical approaches of

teachers in a school for gifted students.

According to what teachers’ revealed about some of the most successful activities
in the classroom, a great emphasis is placed on “Home reading project” among other
activities that were mentioned. Home reading is a project that is a part of the curriculum
for English language, when students have to complete 4 books in an academic year. Home
reading is an activity conducted for two hours every two weeks, and students are assigned
to read 3-5 chapters in two weeks. As participant teachers said, mostly, unabridged books,
both fiction and non-fiction are selected together with students based on what they have
not read and would be interested to read. However, teaches also mentioned that often
times, the choice of a book simply depends on whether teachers have access to this book
online or in the school library. After reading the chapters at home, students come to the
class and teachers may test them on basic facts from the book, then ask students to prepare

three questions for their classmates, and discuss the book as a whole class.

Based on teacher’s responses, it was clear that the way home reading is organized
depends on the teachers’ pedagogical approach. If one teacher, during my observation of
the lesson, distributed worksheets, which contained multiple-choice questions on
understanding and remembering the facts from the book, another teacher would organize
“literature circles” for home reading, by grouping students and assigning a role for each

student — summarizer, discussion director, artist, and other roles.

These are example of multiple choice questions for a home reading class

(Organized by Participant D):
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1. In what state does the story open?
a. lllinois
b. Pennsylvania
c. Ohio

d. Wisconsin

2. What season is it when the story opens?

a. Spring

b. Winter

c. Fall

d. Summer

Two worksheets that were distributed to the students contained quite similar
questions with multiple choice answers. During my observation of the home reading class,
students were answering these questions silently. When students finished the task, the
teacher collected the worksheets. After asking a couple of sentences about the book and
not receiving clear answers from the students, the teacher said that it was apparent that
students were not ready, so as a punishment, they would be given “a test”. Students tried to
resent, but the teacher distributed some worksheets, which contained a test on what had
been studied previously. Students remained silent doing the paperwork for the rest of the

lesson.

Another teacher (Participant E) had home reading lesson organized in a different
way. In her interview, she said that she prefers to group students in literature circles and
with each student having a special role, make students share their ideas in these circles.
During my observation of the lesson, this teacher explained that this time home reading

was organized in the form of individual presentations. 11 grades’ students came in front of
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the class with a PowerPoint presentation and had to give a talk for 5-7 minutes on what the
book they read was about, what the benefits of the books were. The rest of the class was
asked to make notes on: the title of the book, the author, the content, and write down one
positive comment and one suggestion for improvement in the presenter’s speech. The
books presented in the lesson were the unabridged versions of “Rich Kid, Smart Kid” and
“Getting to Yes”. The activity was well-organized, timed, and the learning process was
shared between the teacher and the students. Students were asking the presenting students
questions like: “How can disabled people use their talents?”, “How can young people start

earning money?’, What is your success formula?”.

Participant A thought that using visuals, Powerpoint presentations, Kahoot,
Edmodo are the activities students like the most regardless of their ages — junior or senior
classes both enjoying them. She admitted that with mere home reading and general
English, it is impossible to keep students on task and learning from the process. She said
that teachers always have to work on developing their pedagogies. Participant F also said

that games and competitions, like Kahoot are very popular with kids.

Participant B highlighted the activity of preparing and presenting posters. She said
that students enjoyed it, because during this activity students had freedom to be creative.
Though they would have the criteria and time limit, students had an opportunity to invest
more creativity in this type of task. Similar to other participant, she also said that home
reading is one of the projects that even parents are grateful for, because some kids who had

not read at all, were now reading books in English.

While these teachers underlined the importance of creative tasks, Participant D said
that she liked to overwhelm students with lots of grammar and drilling tasks. She said that
students nowadays have very basic mistakes in grammar and that this part is often

neglected, therefore she bought a lot of books on grammar that she found helpful. She
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admitted that students hated these exercises, because they have to write a lot of words and

sentences, which hurts even physically.

“Because physical memory — it remembers everything. It is like, for example, “I
am going to the cinema” and students have to make up about one hundred
sentences with this structure, and consequently, they learn how and when to use

“going to”. These are good textbooks. I like them”.

| asked this teacher to show me the textbooks she was talking about and she eagerly
showed them to me. They turned out to be some books of Soviet and post-Soviet time
authors, including Khristorozhdestvenskiy, Golitsinsiy and Drozdova. This teacher said she
liked these books because they have fundamental grammar exercises and also, she would

study using these books when she was at school herself.

Participant I, who was teaching the 6™ grades, said that she prefers using activities
which would involve kinesthetic component — make students mime, move around,
exercise. She says that this type of activities calm students down and help them focus on

the lesson, because at this age, they are hyperactive and noisy.

| also asked teachers about the frequency of independent projects and project-based
learning in this school. Some participants said they organize some sort of projects for
students twice a year at most. Teachers said that in this school, there is no focus on
projects, but still, if there is some extra time, teachers try to assign projects on the unit
topics. For example, one teacher said students had to make a survey on eating habits
among students of the school, and another teacher mentioned a project, when students had
to self-present themselves as a historical or a fiction character and present a speech in
English. There were also such projects as roleplaying the latest read book, presenting an
ideal home, conducting a research on “Ideal parents for teenagers”. One of the teachers

said that she assigned projects like conducting surveys and presenting the statistics to her
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student, but she also admitted that these projects were poorly conducted by her students

because there was no guidance from the teacher.

In general, teachers highlighted that fun should be embedded in teaching the 21%
century kids. Teachers believe that students become disengaged if not provided with
entertaining activities. Presumably, teachers fear that losing students’ attention equals to

failure in maintaining learning in the classroom.

Classroom Practices

All interviews were analyzed along with data gathered during lesson observations.
As informed by other studies (Archaumbalt et al., 1993, Brighton, 2003; Westber et al.,
1993) on the topic of classroom practices with gifted students, it is not enough to learn
what teachers know and believe, but it is also crucial to observe their teaching to see how
teachers’ beliefs and attitudes affect their choice of pedagogical practices. Lesson
observations were difficult to analyze, because my observation protocol was semi-
structured and contained questions about the teachers’ style of teaching, types of activities
performed during the lesson, grouping techniques and | was especially interested in how
teachers address the needs of different learners, or simply, differentiate the curriculum
according to the needs of various learners. However, after filling out the protocols with
field notes during observations and before starting to analyze the data, it became apparent
for me that coding the classroom practices was also needed to organize the sheer amount of

information gathered from the observations.

| referred to The Differentiated Classroom Observation Scale (Cassady et.al, 2004)
and some activity codes from the study of Westberg et.al (1993) to code the data collected

via observation protocols.
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Overall, almost all the codes from the mentioned observation scales were present in

the lessons of the teachers. However, | have decided to make a visual representation of

these activities and divide them into four categories by the frequency of occurrence in the

lessons observed — frequently used, sometimes used, rarely used, never used.

Classroom Practices

Table 1: Classroom Practices used during the lesson observations

Frequently used

Sometimes used

Rarely Used

Never Used

Lecture/Teacher

presentation

Student-led

presentation

Manipulatives and
hands-on (working

with real objects)

Activities
differentiated by

level or readiness

Class Discussion

Role play/drama

Project work
(preparing a
brochure, making an

origami)

Technology use by

students

Student responding

Individual work

Advanced content
(authentic reading

/listening materials)

Independent Projects
(investigation and

research)

Group work Use of Graphic Teacher interacting | Student Choice
Organizers or with small group (students select
Other Visuals topic, resource,
activity, product)
Games Teacher interacting | Self-assessment

with small group

Silent reading

Informal, non-

academic talk

Vocabulary activities
(defining, miming,
guessing, matching,

guessing)

Technology use by

teacher

Homework checking

Assessment by

teacher
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Grammar activity Peer assessment
(fill in the blanks,

write examples)

Written assignments | Testing/quiz

Teacher higher-

order questioning

Comepetition

activities

The table above demonstrates that students spent most of their time on activities that are
common for everyone in English lessons. Obviously, teachers showed preference for
vocabulary and grammar activities, reading and writing assignments, games and roleplays,
and homework checking. Teachers used both group work and individual work, but
grouping was observed as an organizational strategy not aimed at differentiation. Though
teachers facilitated a great variety of activities in the classroom, there was no instance
when teachers assigned independent projects, technology use by students, or differentiation
activities. | should mention that this table summarizes only the lessons that | attended
during my research and | attended 1-2 lessons of 7 teachers, therefore it may not reveal the

holistic picture of classroom practices used by all teachers of all subjects in the school.

Differentiation

The school selected for this study enrolls students after a stringent testing, where
students have to demonstrate deep knowledge of mathematics and physics, as well as
spatial thinking skills. The school principal and the vice-principal were interviewed and
asked questions about the admission process and the school policy regarding teaching
gifted students. The school leadership representatives revealed that being one of the
strongest schools in the hard sciences, they adhere to the long-held tradition of educating

“the future elite of the country — the political elite, the business elite” (School Principal).
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The principal also adds that, though there have been many changes in education since the
fall of Soviet Union, they try to keep the old traditions and also build upon what they had,
but still try to equip their students with the 21% century skills. The vice principal also said
that though their focus is on STEM subjects, they also aim at developing other skills of the
students, such as public speaking skills, and encourage students’ interests in other subjects
— history, geography, biology or languages. The vice principal also added that in general,
the school has a competitive climate and many students would not handle staying as

competitive as others in the school in a psychological sense.

As | was only interviewing English language teachers, they were sharing their
experience of teaching in this school. One prominent thing was that though the students
selected for this school had relatively same high level of knowledge of hard sciences, their
knowledge of English language varied greatly. It caused multiple challenges for teachers,
so one school-wide policy they chose to adapt was a differentiated approach to divide
students into classes. Basically, the process involved two stages — students with highest
scores on an English language placement test were placed in so-called “specialized
classes”, which carried special letters beside their names. These specialized classes were
formed with the aim of providing them English-language instruction for sciences as well.
For each grade starting from 1 to 11" grade, the school has 2-3 specialized classes. The
second stage of differentiated grouping involved division within the already formed classes
into two — a stronger group and a group with students who scored lower on the placement

test.

During interviews, teachers said that this is the way they wanted to make the job a
way easier for them, because they wanted to form more or less homogeneous groups and
classes so that the teacher would not be struggling with students who have absolutely

different levels of language mastery. But as some of the teachers noted, even though they
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tried to make groups homogeneous, they still remain to be mixed-ability classes, where

they have at least one or two lagging students.

In light of this, all teachers reported experiencing awareness that either a faster
/stronger student, or lagging/slower students’ needs had to be taken into account in the

process of teaching:

| do not normally pay attention to weak students, for example. I use only-English
instruction, students help each other, and | give them some additional tasks.
Instead of complex tasks for homework, instead of writing descriptive essay, for
instance, | give them something simple. They come to extra classes and we try to
catch up with the topics that the student did not understand. Then I try not to
overwhelm the students with lots of work, I assign the same amount of work, but

maybe on a level lower than the rest of students have to do (Participant A)

“Yes, in the 7t grades, for example...For the special classes, I told students to
read the “Little Prince”, the unabridged version. We have this “special” class with
especially selected students for learning English on a higher level. And for other
classes, for A and B classes, they tell me it’s too difficult for them. So we assign
less work for them. If | tell the special class to read three chapters, these classes
are asked to read only one. There is a big difference between these classes, and |

teach in both of them”. (Participant B)

“Ideally, I realize that I need to find an approach to each child, that there has to be
differentiation, but this is ideally. In reality, I am not sure. I don’t know what
others do, but in my case, it’s not always possible to lead the whole class in one
direction and to give some supplementary work for the faster student — it’s easier,
because you give it to them and they just sit on their own and work, because they

are motivated. As for the lagging student...what do I do? I just stand by him, and
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when | explain the task, I just probe him and ask him to repeat the task. Because |
don’t know how else...you see, I don’t want to single him out, and don’t want

him to feel left out, to make him feel like falling behind” (Participant E)

“Yes, it’s a bit inconvenient for me as a teacher...hmmm...[...] I have such kind of
students. More than one. Yes, they finish early, but they don’t ask for anything. Or
they just say — what’s next? And there are also students who do not want extra
work and sit silent, do not say they finished. These students usually start tossing
and surfing their smartphones, and I allow them to do that so that they could relax.
And sometimes, | give something extra to them. But I think, in such cases we have
to reward such students, not punish them with extra work for finishing early”

(Participant F)

While some teachers understood differentiation as “giving something different”, others
were saying they increased the amount of work of fast learners, or decreased the level of
the task for lagging students. There was one trend standing out, and which is also
mentioned in the literature (Tomlinson, 1994; Sekowski & Lyubianka, 29015). Some
teachers were saying they see stronger students as someone who should help them in
organizing the lesson or helping lagging students. Participant D said that she treats these
students as someone who should supervise others when the teacher needs assistance. When
asked about how she dealt with students who are bored or early in finishing the tasks, she
said that she gives them the responsibility of a leader of the class. Participant E also
mentioned treating faster learners as “mini-teachers” — someone who can help the teacher
in the lesson. But later in her talk she said that when she assigns some responsibility or
work for that sort of students, it feels like you are punishing your students. Therefore, she
said it was important to balance that and she often prefers to say — ok, you’re done, go and

have some rest.
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Participant I, on the contrary, was quite vocal about gifted students and
accountability. She said that gifted students are the future leaders, and the nation counts on
them, therefore they do not belong to themselves. By assigning roles of teacher assistants
and leaders in the class, teachers show them that with their abilities and knowledge, they

have a responsible mission for the future. This teacher did not think it was unfair to them.

Coming back to the lesson observations, as | have demonstrated in the table above,
there was no differentiation by readiness/level of students evident in any of the lessons
observed. Some students, namely in “special” classes, demonstrated excellent command of
the language. | imagined these students to be provided with an option to form groups and
engage in self-regulated research projects. In my field notes, in almost each lesson |
documented cases when certain students were finishing the task early and therefore started
being disruptive. | saw the need for differentiation when students would raise their hands
and say: “Why are we doing this again?”’ “I know all the words, what should I do?”, “This
exercise is so easy”. Sometimes students were not vocal about the tasks they were
assigned, but started to entertain themselves — talked to their peers, started fidgeting. In
other cases, they would just disengage with the lesson and stay silent. | have also
documented certain students apparently not following the lesson and not involved in any
type of discussion or even written work in some of the lessons. | approached Participant F
after seeing such a student and she admitted that this student was her “strange student”, and
that he was absolutely uninterested in learning English. She said she did not know how to

approach and motivate him.

During the interviews, teachers were saying that they would assign different tasks
for different learners, but during the observations, | did not see any evidence of the content
being differentiated according to the needs of fast or slow learners. Similarly, teachers’

lesson plans and the medium-term plans did not contain any options for various students
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apart from what the curriculum and the class textbooks prescribed for the teachers of

English in this school.

Challenges and need for training.

In general, teachers reported having various issues, starting from technical ones
(lack of equipment, materials, books) and ending with lack of training in the psychological
characteristics of gifted students. The school leadership team said that they trust their
teachers wholly and always listen to what teachers need or do not need in terms of training
or other issues. The principal and the vice principal were aware of the fact that teachers
have some difficulties with switching to a new system of criteria-based assessment.
Among other problems, the vice principal said that teachers get burnt-out very quickly

because of the constant changes in the system of assessment and the documenting.

Teachers reported having some issues with figuring out the teaching strategies that
work with the contemporary kids. According to teachers’ experiences, students get bored
so quickly and it is really hard to keep their focus. Some teachers said they need some
training in “successful strategies in teaching English”, because the courses in giftedness
they had previously attended were too general, in their opinion, and they wanted to have a
specialized course related to linguistic aspect of teaching the gifted students. One of the
teachers said that she had never thought about the psychological aspect of teaching to the
gifted students — are they too sensitive, maybe? How are they taught best? How can we
build good rapport with students? She said that training in these topics would benefit her a
lot. Another participant said that a guidebook for teaching the gifted students would be a
good idea to support teachers in the school asecause it is important to know not only how

to identify talented students, but how to develop their talents.

To my question about what challenges teachers have in teaching, most of the

participant teachers said that they did not have any major challenges as the school
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leadership was very supportive. Teachers had a sense of flexibility and freedom to teach
the way they thought was best for students. In fact, during my observations, | could feel
that most of the teachers were successful in building good rapport with students, and it was
obvious that the climate in the classroom was not threatening. At the same time, though
teachers had awareness about the diverse needs of their students, their classroom practices
demonstrated no planned differentiation. Students with either above average pace of
learning, or the ones who were not participating in the lesson at all, stayed in the shadow of
the majority of the students in the class. Teachers are unfamiliar with ways to design
differentiated instruction. Also, interviews with teachers revealed that many teachers see
boredom of the students as the main challenge they have to cope with in teaching.
Interestingly, teachers reported that time constraint is not a big issue for them. Teachers are
not pressed to bring a lesson plan for every lesson and are not penalized for not having one.
School leadership also confirmed that they try not to overburden teachers with unnecessary
work and respect teachers’ personal time for family and rest. These facts lend us some

incentive to assume that teachers are in the comfort zone with teaching the average student.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

Introduction

This study investigated how English language teachers in a selected school for
gifted students in Kazakhstan understand giftedness and what pedagogical practices they
use in order to meet the needs of their students. It has also attempted to explore how
teachers’ views about giftedness and gifted students impact on their classroom practices,
and what challenges they face in teaching gifted students. The discussions in this chapter,
which are supported by both empirical data and insights from literature, attempt to respond

to the research questions that guided this study.

Teachers’ understanding of giftedness and attitudes towards gifted students

As the data gathered through the semi-structured interviews demonstrates, there is
no shared understanding and unanimous agreement on giftedness and who the gifted
student is among teachers of English in the selected school. It is not surprising to see
diverse definitions and perspectives on giftedness, because the main issue in gifted
education actually lies in the sheer number of definitions and different understandings of
giftedness. Such a difference in defining giftedness complicates the process of identifying

children for gifted programs (Subbotnik, Olsewski-Kubilius, & Worrel, 2011).

Teachers who participated in this study have expressed diverse views, but there is
one belief that was the most prevalent among other views teachers have about giftedness.
The majority of the teachers believe that everyone is gifted, or every child is gifted. Some
teachers expressed emotional discomfort when asked about describing a gifted student,
justifying it with their reluctance to categorize students into gifted and non-gifted and
prescribing any type of general characteristics or signs of giftedness to their students. This
view is rather unusual for the field of gifted education. A number of scholars made an

attempt to expand the definition of giftedness from solely intellectual one to a more
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inclusive one. Dai (2009) provided an exhaustive account of controversies around the
concept of giftedness in “International Handbook on giftedness” and gives credit to
Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences and Sternberg’s classification of intelligence
into analytic, creative, and practical, thereby altering our understanding of giftedness by
“pluralizing” it (Dai, 2009, p. 43). However, this account of tension and criticism of how
giftedness has been conceptualized does not provide us with a paradigm that “every child

is gifted”.

Ahead of many scholars’ critique of the construct of giftedness is Borland’s (2003)
argument that the concept of giftedness is “a chimera”, which should be disposed of and let
us have “gifted education without gifted children” (Borland, 2005, p.3). According to
Borland, the concept of giftedness should be deconstructed and disposed of since it creates
social inequity in education. The views of teachers in this study do not directly correspond
to the views of Borland, however, it is possible for us to assume that by stating that
“everyone is gifted teachers mean that everyone is equal in their eyes. This view is referred
to as a widespread myth that “All children are gifted” (“Myths about Gifted Students”,
n.d.). Though the concept of giftedness has become less limiting nowadays, it cannot be
stated that all children are equally gifted. As Runco (1997) discusses in his article, it is
probable that the definitions of giftedness will become so inclusive and will be broadened
to an extent when everyone will have at least one gift, and this, in turn, will cause the term

“gifted” become blurred and bewildering.

Apart from the view that “every child is gifted”, one of the school leadership team
members said that giftedness is all about grit and not giving up on what you want to
achieve. Again, this participant underlined that you are born with a gift, but if you do not
work hard and persevere, in the participant’s words, “it is for nothing”. The idea that

giftedness develops by the interrelation of such factors as grit, creativity, motivation
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resonates with concepts developed by some major authors in giftedness (Gagne, 2004;
Renzulli, 1978; Subotnik et al.2011). Renzulli (1978), for instance, focuses on the
productivity and creativity aspect of giftedness, where in order for an individual’s potential
be realized, in addition to above average ability and creativity, one important factor is task

commitment.

Attitudes towards gifted students were examined by asking teachers to list at least 5
characteristics they thought were most prevalent among gifted students. | wanted to see
whether participants’ attitudes would reflect any kind of bias or negative attitudes towards
gifted students. As | have already mentioned, some teachers were insisting that they
consider all students to be gifted, and were unwilling to characterize a gifted student. |
asked them to describe a student who would, specifically in their lessons, demonstrate
outstanding abilities and performance. Teachers would then start describing some

characteristics of gifted students.

Overall, the participants’ descriptions yielded both negative and positive
characteristics. Teachers who participated in this study were not inclined to overpraise or
underpraise gifted students. What was common for all teachers’ answers was that
teachers’ were well aware that gifted students are very diverse as a population. They were
all admitting that it was difficult for them to come up with adjectives that would be all-
inclusive, because all of the children are different — some are sociable, while some have
issues with the skill of socializing with their peers. This finding goes in line with the study
of Szymanski et al. (2017). A less common, but still existent among these views, was a
belief that gifted students are expected to exhibit characteristics such as being morally
right, respectful, adequate, and a more responsible behavior than their peers. This view is
present in the book by Davis et al.(2014), where gifted students are claimed be more

sensitive to the questions of justice.
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What do all these views mean in the context of this study? There are two things to
consider. First, teachers consider every child to be gifted. Naturally, I can infer that
teachers think that every child deserves to receive high quality learning opportunities in the
classroom. If teachers do not categorize their students as more able or less able, they would
cater for each child’s individual needs and interests within a classroom. Quite the opposite
scenario is probable, too. If teachers think that every child is gifted in some or other way,
they admit that everyone in the classroom should receive same-level instruction (Brighton,

2003).

A similar confusion was described in an empirical study by Brighton (2003), who
found out a belief that teachers often hold is that “Equity and fairness for students means
all students do the same thing” (p.196). This study showed that teachers’ beliefs about
equity were in conflict with their awareness of the diversity of learners in the classroom,
therefore, most of them were not tailoring their teaching to the needs of individual students
(Brighton, 2003). Indeed, classroom observations conducted to observe teachers in this
study align with the Brighton’s findings. Despite the fact that teachers were reportedly
aware of the diversity in gifted students’ characteristics, teachers’ belief that each child is
gifted may be the factor that affected their teaching, which demonstrated almost no

differentiation according to the students’ readiness and level.

Secondly, teachers who participated in my study do understand that each gifted child
possesses individual traits — both positive and negative. Most of the participant teachers are
not biased and do not expect a gifted student be a well-behaved “otlichnik”. They appear to
value effort and hard work, which is described as having “growth mindsets” (Coubergs et
al., 2017). This fact minimizes the risk of misunderstanding underachieving gifted
students, because gifted students underachievement can be reversed if addressed with

proper instructional strategies (Baum, Hébert, Renzulli, 1995).
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One of the aims of this study was to find out teachers’ perceptions about teaching
gifted students. From the information outlined above, it can be seen that the participant
teachers do not hold predominantly positive or negative attitudes to gifted students. They
acknowledge the gifted students’ diverse characteristics and needs. However, their
classroom practices do not demonstrate planned differentiation for the learners’ needs, and

the prevailing belief that each child is gifted may be the cause of this situation.

Teaching philosophies and pedagogical approaches

In the previous section teachers’ understanding of giftedness and their attitudes to
gifted students were specifically outlined and analyzed with regards to their classroom
practices. While interviewed, the teachers talked not only about their attitudes, but they
were also asked about their teaching philosophies, classroom management, seating and
grouping policies in general. The teachers shared their insights about the most successful
activities in the classroom, their assessment policies, and all other details about the

pedagogical practices they use.

The reemerging theme in participants’ philosophies of teaching was that they place
a lot of value on creating a friendly environment in the classroom. They thought that
building rapport with students based on partnership, rather than on authority was very
important for them. Classroom observations revealed that an unthreatening environment
was indeed in place. The role of safe learning environment in sustaining healthy
communication with students and among students is highlighted in the discussion of

Teacher Education Standards in the USA (VanTassel Baska & Johnsen, 2007)

As for the flexibility, most teachers reported having no rigid seating and grouping
policies in the classroom. Teachers did not want to interfere with this and encouraged
students to choose where and who they want to sit with during activities. This was not true

for all teachers, because some of them used various techniques for grouping and seating. It
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was apparent, though, that grouping was not made with the purpose of differentiating the
curriculum, but with the intention of providing students with opportunities of working with
various students. However, appropriate grouping in the classroom is believed to be a
fundamental part of differentiation (Davis et al., 2014; VanTassel-Baska and Staumbaugh,
2005). The participant teachers admitted that they do not group students by their abilities,
known as “cluster grouping’, which is believed to be beneficial for the learning of gifted

students (De Corte, 2013).

Another theme that was recurrent in the teachers’ philosophies was that effort was
very important for them while grading. The participant teachers said that even a
“troyechnik” (a Kazakh term used to name students with poor grades) can get excellent
marks if he demonstrates enough effort and hard work. They admitted that they
differentiate their grading according to the students’ level. Setting higher expectations for
stronger students and lower expectations for weaker students for getting the same “A”, for
instance, was a practice that some teachers use. According to a study into teachers’
perception of differentiated instruction, teachers’ understanding of successful learning is
defined by their mindsets (Coubergs, Struyven, Vanthournout, & Engels, 2017). According
to these authors, teachers with “growth mindset” think that effort predetermines students’
success, while teachers with a “fixed mindset” relate success to the innate intelligence.
Teachers with growth mindset are more eager to adapt their teaching to students’

differences (Coubergs, et al., 2017).

The participants in this study indicated boredom of the students as one of the
reasons that they have to use various strategies and activities in their classroom. They
claim to use activities like games, competitions (for example, “kahoot” and “jeopardy”) to
stimulate students’ interest and motivation. Students, in these teachers’ views, also like

visuals, manipulatives, interactive activities, roleplaying, presentation of posters, and
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improvisation. These teachers’ views are supported in a study by Brighton (2003), where
teachers showed preference for entertaining their students by making learning fun for them
rather than engaging them in challenging tasks in the classroom. Research has shown that
many gifted students are indeed bored in the classroom (Gallagher, 1997; Diaz, 1998), but
the strategies to overcome such barriers to learning are not related to the notion that
“teacher is an entertainer” (Brighton, 2003, p.186). In fact, gifted students are in need of

higher level tasks and materials that would match their abilities (Gallagher, 1997).

The project that all the teachers in this study considered successful for all their
students was “Home-reading”. Because home reading was used with all grades for English
language learning, it could be viewed very similar to the School-wide Enrichment Reading
Framework (Housand & Reis, 2008), where students are encouraged to select and read
books independently in various genres and themes. At the same time, these teachers
admitted that there is not much focus on independent and project-based learning at the
school and it was up to the teacher whether to focus on it or not. Home-reading, too, was
organized by different teachers in different ways. Some teachers would use “literature
circles”, and some used multiple-choice tests and discussion to organize home-reading
classes. It is noteworthy that the teachers claim to differentiate the home-reading activities
— students with low proficiency in English language were expected to read fewer chapters,
while students with higher level of English language proficiency were expected to read
more chapters from the same book. This was fair, as the teachers said, because they wanted
to be realistic in their expectations. This is referred to as “variable pacing” (Tomlinson,

2003, p.132) and is advocated as one of the effective ways to differentiate instruction.

Overall, the teachers’ philosophies reflect that they believe in a democratic
approach to teaching, where students have the freedom to choose learning activities

according to their interests and abilities. These teachers were aware of the need to create
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positive learning environment in the classroom and were flexible in the grouping and
grading policies. These teachers admitted that students often get bored during their lessons,

but they use new and entertaining activities to address this issue.

Classroom Practices

It was essential to see how the teachers’ beliefs and teaching philosophies
manifested themselves in the teachers’ actual practices. For this purpose, in addition to
interviews, at least two lesson observations and post-observation discussions were held
with each teacher to examine what pedagogical practices they use in their classrooms. The
codes from Differentiated Classroom Observation Scale (Cassady et al., 2004) and
Classroom Practices Record (Westberg et al.,1993) were used to organize the data
collected and construct Table 2 in the Findings Chapter. This table demonstrated that all
students in the classroom were mostly engaged in classical practices as lecturing, class
discussion, group work, written assignments, silent reading, grammar and vocabulary
activities, etc. Quite a lot of time was spent on homework checking. Such practices as
using advanced content, project work, using manipulatives, self-assessment were present in
the lessons, too, but more rarely. The practices that were not observed in any of the lessons
were activities differentiated by level or readiness, technology use by students ,
independent projects (investigation and research), student choice (students select topic,
resource, activity, product), though all of these activities are considered to be among the
“special educational measures” mentioned by Sekowski and Lubianka (2015) that are
encouraged to be used by teachers of gifted students. These authors argue that creativity
and independence in learning should be fostered in order to help gifted students develop
their problem-solving, organizational and emotional abilities, as well as communication

and self-awareness (Sekowski & Lubianka, 2015).
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We can see a similar picture in the literature as well. Westberg et al. (1993) in their
study of classroom practices in 46 primary school classrooms concluded that gifted
students in regular classrooms ““spent the majority of their time doing written assignments
and participating in review/recitation activities” (Westber et al., 1993, p.140). This study
showed that 84% of the activities that gifted students were engaged in demonstrated no
differentiation, which denotes that their individual abilities and needs were mostly not met
in the regular classrooms. In an earlier study examining novice teachers’ classroom
practices, Tomlinson (1994) had concluded that “For the great majority of the novices, the
notion of proactively differentiating curriculum was absent in both their conversation and

practice” (p.19).

As | have already mentioned in my findings, although I see that the teachers mostly
do not offer more complicated and challenging tasks and materials to their faster and
stronger students in their lessons, the observations were conducted within a limited
timeframe and may not reflect how teachers actually teach throughout the academics year.
Therefore, we cannot state with full confidence, that some students’ needs are totally
neglected. Moreover, differentiation does exists in this school, because, as it will be
discussed in the next chapter, the school and the department of English have a certain

differentiation policy in regards to teaching English.

Differentiation

As the data gathered through interviews showed, the school applies a system of
differentiation by ability grouping right from the moment of student admission process.
This policy is used only for English language teaching and seems an attractive way to, in
teachers’ words, make the job of English language teachers easier. Students are tested on
their level of English upon entering the school and are then placed into either “special

classes” or regular classes. The next stage is grouping students within these special or
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regular classes. Each class is divided into two groups which then receive instruction from
two teachers. As teachers said, one group is usually stronger and the other one is weaker.

Grouping takes place based solely on the English language placement test results.

It is evident that the school leadership and teachers are aware of the students’
varying levels and therefore apply a class forming and grouping policies in order to create
relatively homogeneous groups of students who would eventually be easier taught. |
believe this is a good start to enhance the learning process in the school. However, another
important aspect of differentiation should not be neglected. As Stradling and Saunders
(1993) argue, various grouping strategies are not sufficient for the ultimate goal of
differentiation, stating that differentiation should be mainly understood not as a means of

organizing the learning process, but as a matter of pedagogy.

This whole-school policy is, no doubt, an asset to teachers in terms of planning and
organizing their lessons. Nevertheless, teachers reported that still their classroom remained
to be mixed-ability settings and that they had students who had various levels and interests.
In the interviews, teachers had difficulty answering the question about what they do when
they see that in their lesson the students are fast or on the contrary, lagging behind. They
said that they did not plan for weaker or stronger students. Some teachers said they did not
have a lesson plan for every day. However, they admitted that if they see that students need
more complex materials, or are not understanding in the lesson, they would try to tackle
this issue during the lesson by giving them something more or by helping the lagging
student. Teachers responses show that their teaching in such situation is rather reactive
than proactive. Such kind of coping strategy was mentioned in the review of differentiation

instruction by Tomlinson et al. (2003) as “improvisational” and “not pre-planned” (p.122).

It is also interesting that many teachers understood differentiation as providing the

student with additional tasks. Teachers had controversial feelings about assigning more
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tasks to the fast learners. They thought that students perceived such kind of provision as a
punishment, therefore tried not to overdo with assigning additional work for their faster
students. Research shows that this is common for many teachers and as it was mentioned in
the literature, teachers sometimes think that differentiation is “simply having them

[students] do more of what they already know” (Taylor, Smiley & Richards, 2015, p.491) .

Another form of meeting the needs of gifted students was mentioned as assigning
the role of the tutor or “mini-teacher” to the students who are ahead of their classes. Most
teachers believed that though students may not like the practice, it is beneficial for them in
the long-term run. This practice was also mentioned in the literature and is considered to be

a weak form of meeting the gifted students’ needs (Tomlinson, 1994).

Interviews and lesson observations delivered me to a point where I concluded that
even though teachers understood differentiation the way they understood it and were
saying they would make provisions for students who are in need of any, teachers practices
showed that no differentiation took place on the classroom level in this school. But this
statement by no means is an attempt to underscore gaps in the teachers’ practices, it is
rather a finding that should redirect us to an area of teacher training in giftedness, because
“educators need ongoing training and modeling of the relevant pedagogical skills in their
specific discipline(s), including when and how to apply the various strategies as part of

their repertoire” (VanTassel-Baska & Stambaugh, 2005).

Challenges and need for training.

The teachers in this study reported no serious problems pertaining to teaching their
students. Most of them seemed content with the current state of affairs in their classrooms,
though half of them had no more than 5 years of teaching experience. During the
interviews, the teachers said that they do not face issues in teaching that are unresolvable.

Only after probing them on whether they think they need any professional development in
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gifted education, they said they would not mind attending courses where they would learn
more about the psychological aspects of teaching the gifted students. But more important
than that, as one teacher said, they wanted up-to-date and subject-specific training in

effective methods of teaching English.

Classroom observations allowed me to see that overall, the teachers demonstrated a
high level of subject knowledge and were successful in creating a friendly learning
environment, which is stated to be integral for inspiring and motivating gifted students
(Sekowski & Lubianka, 2015). However, the fact that teachers do not use any kind of
differentiating strategies in the classroom really put many students’ learning abilities at risk
of not being realized. What this study has shown is not unique, though. For example,
Finnish teachers were found to be aware that gifted students need differentiation, but were
not using any research-based successful differentiation strategies in their classroom as a
consequence of not receiving any training in this field (Laine & Tirri, 2015). It is
interesting, that gifted education does not exist in Finland as a form of educational policy
in contrast to Kazakhstan, where gifted education is so highly prioritized, but both Finnish
and Kazakhstani teachers demonstrate lack of proper knowledge in how to differentiate

instruction for the gifted students.

The fact that 6 out 9 teachers received some form of pre-service and in-service
training in aspects of giftedness put the quality and practicality of these courses under
question. As some teachers said, these courses were too theoretical, and too general. And
indeed, these courses were beneficial in providing the teachers with the firm belief that all
gifted students are very different and there is no one single acceptable set of characteristics
belonging to a gifted student. What these courses did not, evidently, provide is what
differentiation truly looks like in practice. There’s ample evidence that proper training in

giftedness has positive effects on teachers’ willingness to meet the students’ needs and on
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their actual practices (Dixon et al., 2014; Hansen & Feldhusen, 1994). Johnsen et al.
(2002) also confirm that one of the factors that help teachers make changes in their

practices to serve the gifted students was professional development and training activities.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion and Recommendations

This study aimed at examining how teachers of English in a selected school in
Kazakhstan perceived teaching the gifted students and what pedagogical practices they use
to meet their needs. It also looked at how teachers understand giftedness and how these
views affect their classroom practices. This chapter summarizes the research findings, the
implications of these findings, and makes recommendations for policy and practice. The

research questions that guided this study were:

1. How do English language teachers understand giftedness in a selected school in
Kazakhstan?
2. What classroom practices do these teachers use with the gifted students in their
classrooms?
3. What challenges do these teachers face in teaching gifted students and how do

they address those challenges?

According to the study’s findings, there are two views that teachers hold and that
stand out among others. | consider them important for answering my research questions.
First, many teachers believe that each child is gifted. Second, teachers are aware that gifted
students are a very diverse group of learners and that they have diverse characteristics and
needs. To me, these two views are in conflict with each other. Presumably, by claiming
that every child is gifted, teachers did not want to prioritize one group of students over
other students. Hence, teachers’ classroom practices were affected by their intention of
maintaining equity, or in other words, teachers felt differentiating their instruction would
mean singling some students out as special. However, participant teachers were also
convinced that their students were diverse in their needs and characteristics. The fact that

teachers’ classroom practices do not correspond to their views implies that teachers need
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more knowledge about implementing effective differentiation without feeling that they are

being unjust.

Overall, teachers’ attitudes to gifted students were not too positive or too negative,
though some teachers associate giftedness with morally right behavior. This finding leads
to the conclusion that the teachers’ understanding of giftedness is evolving, because some
of the participant teachers admit they lack knowledge about gifted students’ characteristics
and needs. They are open to revisit their perspectives as they get more experience and

knowledge about gifted students.

The pedagogical approach and classroom practices that the teachers used during
classroom observation showed that most activities in the classroom did not contain any
differentiated instruction in response to the needs of the students who were ahead of their
peers in terms of completing the learning activities and assigned tasks. The teachers also
reported that they do not plan for any enrichment activities for the more able students or
fast learners in the classroom, because that is too time-consuming and teachers did not feel
confident as to how to plan differentiation in their classrooms. It cannot be stated that no
differentiation is in place, because there is a whole-school policy of ability-grouping
specifically used for teaching English, such as grouping students into classes and
subgroups. However, differentiation as an organizational strategy is not enough because at
the classroom level, students still had various levels of abilities and interests. Some
students were bored or becoming disruptive after completing the tasks that were below
their level of mastery, whereas others were still doing the tasks. It can be concluded that
teachers need to provide students with activities and tasks according to their pace of
learning, instead of relying on the same task for everyone, which some students complete

just in a few minutes and then having nothing else to do, whereas other students take long
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to understand and complete the task. Therefore teachers should be trained in planning

classroom-based differentiation.

Although the participant teachers did not mention any major issues in teaching the
gifted students, the classroom observation showed that they do not have any strategy to
address the needs of two categories of students: fast-learning students and struggling
students. Most teachers were successful in creating a friendly and collaborative learning
environment in their classrooms, but this could unintentionally result in lack of challenging
tasks for more able students. However, the teachers do not seem to see it as a challenge.
The relationship between teachers and the leadership at this school is based upon mutual
trust and respect. Interviews with the school leaders revealed that the school emphasizes
talent development in various domains for the students. However, there was no emphasis
or any clear policy in regard to differentiation as a powerful tool to serve the gifted
students in the school. Thus it can be concluded that although the school realizes that
different students have different talents which must be harnessed, it does not have a plan

and strategy for how to exploit students’ varying talents.

All of the data gathered during this study implies that though gifted education is in
the spotlight in the country, there is no systemic approach to teacher training in giftedness.
If teachers in gifted education lack knowledge and skills to differentiate the curriculum,
what can be said about teachers in regular classrooms? How many talents may be
neglected due to the lack of teachers’ training in the aspects of giftedness? I am not stating
that teachers are to be blamed for this situation, it is rather a call for the Ministry of
Education and Science of the Republic of Kazakhstan, to pay attention to creating a
rigorous pre-service and in-service training programs specifically aimed at equipping

teachers with all the necessary knowledge and skills in order to meet the needs of gifted
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students and to learn to differentiate the curriculum in a way that would benefit all kinds of

students.

Recommendations
Several key recommendations for the pertinent stakeholders would be helpful in addressing

the issues discussed in this study:

1. To the policy makers: support teachers by creating consistent and practical pre-
service and in-service professional training for teachers in gifted education; create a

system for certifying gifted education specialists;

2. To the school leadership: advocate the principles of differentiated instruction and
support and monitor teachers in their journey towards improving their classroom

practices;

3. To the teachers of gifted students:_seek new knowledge and effective practices to

teach gifted students;

4. Future research: focus on gifted students’ experiences and perspectives to

successful classroom practices;

Limitations of the study

The major limitation of this study is that it focuses on the beliefs and practices of
English language teachers only, while a study involving teachers from all subject
departments in this school may have generated different findings. Also, since the study
participants work in a school for gifted students, the study results may not be
representative of the situation in mainstream schools. A comparative study of a school for
gifted students and a mainstream school with a larger sample could be conducted to gain
better understanding of teachers’ beliefs and classroom practices with gifted students in

Kazakhstan.
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Appendices

Appendix A

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR PRINCIPAL
Title of the study

The relationship between teachers’ understanding of giftedness and their classroom
practices in a selected school in Kazakhstan

Dear Principal,

Let me introduce myself, my name is Madina Nurmanova and | am a Master
student at Nazarbayev University Graduate School of Education in Astana. As part of my
Master Program, | am conducting a study on the relationship between teachers’
understanding of giftedness and their classroom practices. | am very keen to conduct my
study in your school because it is a specialized school for gifted students and therefore fits

well to the focus of my study.

The main aim of the study is to examine teachers’ understanding of teaching the

gifted

learners and the instructional practices they apply in the classrooms. In addition to this, the

study

also aims to make a substantial contribution to the literature on instructional provision for

gifted

learners in Central Asian countries, especially in Kazakhstan.

I would like to invite your school to participate in this study and kindly request you
to allow me to conduct my study in your school. Before you give me permission, please
read the information about the study and if you want to know more about the rights of the
research participants, please contact me anytime. | assure you that the aim of this study is

not to evaluate the work of the school or teachers’ beliefs or professionalism. The aim of
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this study is to explore school leaders™ and teachers™ perceptions about teaching the gifted

students and strategies teachersuse in response to the needs of gifted students.

For the research | need to interview three people from senior management team
(SMT) and approximately 6 or 7 English language teachers, preferably from those teaching
Grade 7 to 9. SMT members will be interviewed in order to explore their views about
gifted students, as well as examine the school’s policies in teaching the gifted students and

teachers’ professional development.

Please, read the information below, and do not hesitate to ask any question before deciding

to participate:

All the work related to my research will start only after permission from the

participants is gained.

e Participants are free in deciding to participate or not to participate in this study.
They are also free to decline to answer those questions that they feel uneasy about.
Each participant will be interviewed twice. Roughly, the interview will last for up
to 45 minutes.

e The content of the interview will be kept confidential and teachers™ name and the
school’s name will not be mentioned in any part of the research.

e In order to remember the responses from the interviews correctly and analyze them,
I will use a voice-recording device during the interviews. Therefore, | need your
permission to use this sort of device.

e The teachers and the members of the SMT may be asked to share some school-

related documents, such as a school mission, course plans, lesson plans, etc.

e The school will not be identifiable in any written reports about the study.
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e During the research all the recordings will be kept on my personal computer
protected by a password, and following the completion of my study, will be deleted
immediately.
e The study will take place in your school. The interviews may be held either in a
convenient room in your school, or in an appropriate place outside of the school.
e | am planning to start my study in November and finish it by the end of January, so

the interviews and the observations will take place within this time.

Once | have received your consent to approach teachers to participate in the study, |

will

e obtain informed consent from participants
e arrange a time with your school for data collection to take place

e arrange for suitable time and place according to teachers™ timetable

Risks and benefits:

You can be sure that this study does not put you, your school and the teachers into any risk.
It will not harm your health, safety, career, and well-being. | am committed to the ethical
guidelines of NUGSE and ensure anonymity, privacy and confidentiality of information

received from you.

You may feel uneasy while talking about certain topics and it is your right not to answer
these questions. However, | assure you that any kind of information you share will be used

only for research purposes and will not be linked to your name.

Overall, your participation will have no direct benefits for you, but it will help me answer
my research questions and hopefully, this study will contribute to the body of knowledge

on giftedness in Kazakhstan and in Central Asia.
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If you would like your school to participate in this research, please complete and return the
attached form.

* [ have carefully read the information provided;
* [ have been given full information regarding the purpose and procedures of the study;

« | understand how the data collected will be used, and that any confidential information
will be seen only by the researchers and will not be revealed to anyone else;

* [ understand that the school is free to withdraw participation at any time, without
affecting the relationship with the University;

* With full knowledge of all foregoing, I agree, of my own free will, to allow you to
conduct your study at our school and | also agree to participate in this study;

Thank you for taking the time to read this information.
CONTACT INFORMATION:

Questions: If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this research, its
procedures,

risks and benefits, contact the Master’s Thesis Supervisor for this student work, Professor
Mir

Afzal, afzal.mir@nu.edu.kz

Independent Contact: If you are not satisfied with how this study is being conducted, or

if you have any concerns, complaints, or general questions about the research or your
rights as a

participant, please contact the NUGSE Research Committee to speak to someone
independent of the research team at . 'You write an email to the
NUGSE Research Committee at gse_researchcommittee@nu.edu.kz

Principal Signature Date

The extra copy of this signed and dated consent form is for you to keep.

According to the law of the Republic of Kazakhstan an individual under the age of 18
is considered a child. Any participant falling into that category should be given the
Parental Consent Form and have it signed by at least one of his/her parent(s) or
guardian(s).

(Note: The Consent Form does not require to be translated into another language
because all the participants have good command over the English language and most
of them are English language teachers).
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Appendix B

INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS
Title of the study

The relationship between teachers’ understanding of giftedness and their classroom
practices in a selected school in Kazakhstan

Dear Participant,

My name is Madina Nurmanova and | am a Master student at Nazarbayev
University Graduate School of Education in Astana. As part of my Master Program, | am
conducting a study on the teachers’ understanding of instructional provision for the gifted
students and their classroom practices in a selected school for gifted learners in

Kazakhstan.

You are kindly invited to take part in this study which aims to find out the answer
to the questions:

1. How do English language teachers understand giftedness in a selected school in

Kazakhstan?

2. What classroom practices do the English language teachers use with the gifted

students in their classrooms?

3. What challenges do these teachers face in teaching gifted students and how do

they address those challenges?

The study also aims to make a substantial contribution to the literature on
instructional provision for gifted students in Central Asian countries, especially in
Kazakhstan. Since you are an English language teacher working in a specialized school for
gifted students, | am interested in your experience and believe you can provide valuable

information on the topic of my study.

Please, read the information below, and ask questions about anything you do not

understand, before deciding whether to participate.
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e | want to stress that participation in this study is completely voluntary. If at any
time and for any reason, you would prefer not to participate in this study, please
feel free to tell me. You may withdraw from this study at any time, and it will not
have any negative consequences for your career and well-being;

« If you agree to participate in this study, you will be interviewed twice, each
interview lasting for up to 45 minutes;

* Also, if you agree to participate in the study, you will be asked to allow for two or
three observation sessions in your lessons;

* If you decide to withdraw from this study, the researcher will ask you if the
information already collected from you can be used;

* The aims of the interviews and observations are not to evaluate you, your
teaching, or the school. The aim of these procedures is to learn about how
giftedness is understood and what strategies are used to teach gifted students in
Kazakhstan, because there is little research that has examined this topic in
Kazakhstan and in Central Asia;

* Your answers to the interviews and all the data collected as a result of this study
will be kept confidential and your name will not be mentioned in any part of the
research;

« If this research is presented or published anywhere, school name and your name
will not be linked to the information;

* In order to remember your responses correctly and analyze them, I will use a
voice recording machine during the interviews. Therefore, | need your permission
to use this device;

* During the research all the recordings will be kept on my personal computer
protected by a password, and following the completion of my study, will be deleted
immediately;

* The study will take place in your school for which I have obtained approval from
the principal. The interviews may be held either in a convenient room in your
school, or in an appropriate place outside of the school;

* Shortly after the interview has been completed, I will send you a copy of the
transcript to give you an opportunity to confirm the accuracy of our conversation
and to add or clarify any points that you wish.

* You may be kindly asked to share lesson plans and other documents that may
pertain to the topic;

* You are also kindly asked to allow at least two observations in your classes. The
purpose of the observation is not to evaluate your teaching, but to explore the topic
of this research;
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* [ am planning to start my study in November and finish it by the end of January,
so the interviews and the observations will take place within this time;

Risks and benefits:

You can be sure that this study does not put you into any risk. I am committed to the
ethical guidelines of NUGSE and ensure anonymity, privacy and confidentiality of

information received from you.

You may feel uneasy while talking about certain topics and it is your right not to answer
these questions. However, | assure you that any kind of information you share will be used

only for research purposes and will not be linked to your name.

Overall, your participation will have no direct benefits for you, but it will help me answer
my research questions and hopefully, this study will contribute to the body of knowledge

on giftedness in Kazakhstan.

CONTACT INFORMATION:

Questions: If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this research, its
procedures, risks and benefits, contact the Master’s Thesis Supervisor for this student
work, Professor Mir Afzal, afzal. mir@nu.edu.kz

Independent Contact: If you are not satisfied with how this study is being conducted, or if
you have any concerns, complaints, or general questions about the research or your rights
as a participant, please contact the NUGSE Research Committee to speak to someone
independent of the research team at .You can also write an email to the
NUGSE Research Committee at gse_researchcommittee@nu.edu.kz

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS: If you have read this form and have decided to participate
in this project, please understand your participation is voluntary and you have the right to
withdraw your consent or discontinue participation at any time without penalty or
loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. The alternative is not to
participate.You have the right to refuse to answer particular questions. The results of this
research study may be presented at scientific or professional meetings or published in
scientific journals.

Please sign this consent from if you agree to participate in this study.

* [ have carefully read the information provided;

* [ have been given full information regarding the purpose and procedures of the study;
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* [ understand how the data collected will be used, and that any confidential information
will be seen only by the researchers and will not be revealed to anyone else;

* [ understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a
reason;

» With full knowledge of all foregoing, I agree, of my own free will, to participate in this
study.

Signature: Date:

The extra copy of this signed and dated consent form is for you to keep.

According to the law of the Republic of Kazakhstan an individual under the age of 18
is considered a child. Any participant falling into that category should be given the
Parental Consent Form and have it signed by at least one of his/her parent(s) or
guardian(s).
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Interview Guide for English Language Teachers
1. General questions
Please tell me about your teaching experience.
How did you start your career in teaching?
What are the things that you like in your profession?
Can you tell a little about your classroom organization?
How do you organize seating in the classroom?
2. Perceptions about giftedness and gifted students.
How would you describe giftedness?
Who do you think are gifted learners?

How would you describe a gifted student? Can you name 5 characteristics of gifted
students?

3. Teaching Practices/ Instructional Strategies for gifted students.

How do you assign homework?

What strategies do you apply with your students in the classrooms?

What do you think are the most successful activities in your classroom?
What do you usually do with the fast and bored learners?

How often do you assign writing tasks on the topics selected by the students?
How often do you have independent study projects?

4. Challenges of teaching gifted students

What challenges do you have in teaching the gifted students?

What professional development or training have you had in gifted education?

5. Suggestion for policy and practice regarding teaching gifted students.
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How do you think teachers could be supported in teaching the gifted students by the school

and by the government?

*| developed this interview guide based on my research questions and the strategies

from the Classroom Practices Questionnaire (Archaumbalt et.al, 1993)
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Interview Guide for the School Management Team
1. General questions

Can you tell a little bit about your school mission?

What are the school’s goals for the nearest future?

How are students admitted to the school?

What abilities are important to have a chance to pass the examination successfully?
After students are selected, how do you split them into classes? By ability?
2. Perceptions about giftedness and gifted students.

What is your school’s definition for giftedness?

How would you describe giftedness yourself?

3. Teaching Practices/ Instructional Strategies for gifted students.
How are teachers guided in terms of strategies to be used in classrooms?
What kind of training do they receive in giftedness?

4. Challenges of teaching gifted students

What kind of issues do teachers report having in teaching?

How does each teacher decide on what to teach and how to teach? What kind of support

can teachers offer to gifted students?
How do teachers select students for Olympiads?

Who will teach the students in the Olympiad team? Do these teachers have clear vision on

developing giftedness in students?
5. Suggestion for policy and practice regarding teaching gifted students.
What kind of support does the school need to enhance the teaching and learning process?

What would be some suggestions for policies considering the specialized schools for gifted

students in Kazakhstan?
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Observation Protocol For English language teachers

General Information:
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Observer/Interviewer:

Teacher: Grade:

Observation date:

End:

Subject:

number:

Lesson topic:

Lesson objectives:

Student seating:

Resources:

Time Start:

Student

Instructional Activities:

1) How is the lesson started? What is the tone of the teacher?
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2) How does the teacher assess student learning?

3) Does the teacher pay attention to students’ interests, talents, preferences? How?

4) How effectively is the time used? Does the teacher’s teaching reflect his planning?

How?

5) How does the teacher engage students in the lesson? To what degree?

6) Who leads the learning process? Is it shared between the teacher and the students?

7) Is the pace of instruction right/slow/too fast?

8) What level of cognitive activity students are engaged in?

Remember? Understand? Apply? Analyze ? Evaluate? Create?

9) Isthere any evidence of differentiation? Does the teacher modify some tasks

according to the students’ needs? Readiness? Level? Interest?

10) How does the teacher address slow learners? Fast learners?

11) Is there evidence of talent in the class?

12) What is the teacher’s style? (Lecturing, Presentation, Discussion, etc.)

13) What is the teacher’s emphasis? What is the teacher’s subject knowledge level?

14) Is technology used for teaching and learning?

15) Is there student presentation, drama, demonstration, etc.?
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16) Are visuals and manipulatives used? What kind of additional materials are used?

17) Types of collaboration the teacher organizes among students (group work, pair

work, individual work)?

18) Does the teacher allow students to choose a topic, resource, activity, product?

19) Any independent project work? Research?

20) Does teacher offer advanced content? Supplementary materials, original texts,

above-grade level?

Reflective Notes:

Strenghts:

Suggestions:

Overall thoughts:

*The observation protocol questions were adapted from the codes used in The
Differentiated Classroom Observation Scale (Cassady, J. C., Neumeister, K. L. S., Adams,
C. A, Dixon, F. A., Pierce, R. L.,2004) and Semi-structured observation protocol

(Brighton, C. M., Moon, T. R. Jarvis, J. M., & Hockett, J. M. , 2007).




