dolescent, glfted learners are some

of the most complex students a
teacher will encounter in his or her
. career. Not only are they experiencing
adolescent development, which has Its
own Issues, but they are gifted on top
of it. Trying to keep adolescent qifted
learners motivated, engaged, and pro-
ductive is a never-ending battle,
article shares somie of the reasons ado-
lescent giftéd [learners underachieve,
as well as practical ideas teachers can
employ to keep their students on track.

Why do Adolescents Underachieve?

Successful students have learned to
- adapt to the educational setting through
the many challenges they encounter.
Gifted students often dont encounter
sufflclent academic challenges for them
to bulld the skllis they need to adapt
to a rigorous setting. This lack of chal-
lenge can be a reason they have too
little or too much of what Is required to
thrive in school. Additionally, there are

many reasons students can run into the

“can‘ts.” (See table below.)
Unlocking Underachievement

This arficle- focuses on the one chal-
lenge most prominent in. the battle
of underachievement: Motivation.
“Overwhelmingly, the underachieving
adolescent” gifted learners I've worked
with tell me they don't feel the need
to achieve. They dont find the work

valuable or Interesting. To help teach-

ers develop students’ intrinsic drive to
learn, I propose five principles of cur-
rlculum and Instruction,

This-

Principle 1: Make It Relevant ‘
Adolescence is a time for personal

growth and development. During the
middle- school and early high school
years, youth are struggling to devel-
op a sense of Identity, are growlng
into thelr bodies, and are working out
mood and emotfonal” reactions. The
adolescent brain is also undergeing
enormous amounts of change through
circult refinement, prining, and connec-
tion-making. These cognitive changes
signal a shift in how adolescent youth
approach learning, The connections

made during the teen years will most-

likely hard-wire the brain for the future.

For instance, youth exposed to theater,

dance, muslc, 'and the arts during ado-
lescence will stay attuned to them in
later years. Conversely, students who

.are disengaged academically, socially, or

physically during the adolescent years
most likely will stay this way for years
to come,

It is essential that middle school and
high school teachers help students find
themselves In the currictlum.  For
instance, in social studies students can
identify & socfal issue that Is important
to them. With assistance, they can map
out ways they can impact the situation
either directly or indirectly.
way to help students connect with the
curriculum is through interest-based
surveys or discussfons.
you as the teacher focus your toplc dis-
cussions or project work toward -what
interests students,

Suggestions for making curriculum and
instruction relevant:

Reasons for Underachievement

Another -

This will help .

TOO LITTLE: .. TOO MUCH/MARY: CAN'TS:
Motlvatlon Self-confidence Can't determine the Individual
Challenge Other activities _tasks from the greater project

Interest Procrastination Car't put thought into action
Self-efficacy Self-pity Can't follow through
Impulise contrel Dependency on others Can't fail

Perseverance Distractlons | P :

Abllity to control perseveration Ideas Can't get organlzed‘

Balance In life :

- Product orlentation

(Adapted from Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2000)

+ Allow students to share themselves
or thelr passions with the class,

¢ Provide time in your day for stu-
dents to meet in interest-based
small groups to find commonallt!es
and develop bonds.

+ Have students start thinking about
career pathways—built on their -
personal Interests—then contact
experts in those fields and bring
them into the classroom to share
-thelr schooling careers.- .

Principle 2: Make it Meaningful

When students find curriculum and
instruction meaningful and relevant
they are more likely to engage In the
learning. Meaningfuliess in curriculum
occurs when leamers are able to see
themselvés in the learning or find the

-information they are learning immedi-

ately useful. Lessons that incorporate
personal experiences, authentic pro-
ductions, and self-reflection can bring
the curticulum allve for the adolescent
gifted learnern For Instance, a child may
connect with a situation experienced by
a character in a novel, or feel open_ to
express his or her feellngs durlng a role

playing. activity.

Suggestions for making curriculum and
instruction meaningful:

+ Use metaphors, similes, and anal-
ogies to make unfamiliar topics
Tamifiar,

» Use mnemonic devices, acronyms,
or acrostics- to help learners with -
lists and orders of items so that
they can map or visualize the deci-
slon making process.

+ Use mind maps to connect seem-

ingly unconnected topics.

Use elaborative rehearsals such as’
mock trials, role-playing, and simu-
lations.

Integrate personal storles (both-
‘the students’ and yours) into the
content.

Connect the content to what is
current {use the media and/or
* Internet).

s

Principle 3: Make It Rigorous

Rigor invelves the advancement of intel-
tectual engagement that requires learn- -
ers to stretch beyond thelr comfort zone
to reach what Vygotsky termed thelr
“zone of proximal development.” A stu-
dent’s zone of proximal development is -
deflined as the difference between what
a child can do with help and what he or
she can do without help (Morrls, nd).

Rigor also Involves the use of complex
thinking, which is the cognitive process . -
that requires sophisticated forms of and
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interactlons between creative thinking,

critical reasening, and advanced lev-
els of inquiry, problem-solving strate-

gles, and metacognition skills, Bloom’s.

Taxonomy provides'an excellent scaffold
for bBuillding a framework of Increasing
rigor.
gifted learners must extend to the high-

er lavels of Bloom's Taxanomy (analy- -

sis, synthesis, and evaluation}.

Suggestians for making curriculum and
instruction rigoraus: .
s Teach critical, creative, and effec-
tive thinking strategles throughout
your content areas—and encourage

students to use them. {See Edward -

deBona’s CoRT Thinking Program:
http://www.edwdebono.com.)

 Teach the metacognitive skilis of
self-reflection,” summatrization, and
effective ‘'memorization strategies
(see mnemonic devices, acronyms,
or acrostics above).

s Use brainsterming and SCAMPER
techniques to help students create
new and original products.

« Help students apply content knowl-
edge to applications across disci-
plines using authentic products.

» Use more complex/abstract concept
development to encourage deep-
er investigation and understand-
ing. Example: For the concept of
“eycles,” students can examine the
simple/concrete examples of water,
air, and the seasons in'order to
examine what characteristics define
the concept. Following this would
be a discusslon of the complex/
abstract examples of the concept
found In politics, economics,” and
philosophy. : .

Concept Development: Cycles

Curriculum that is created for

SIMPLE/CONCRETE COMPLEX/ABSTRACT
Water Political
Alr Ecanomlc
Seasons Philosophical

pPrinciple 4: Make it Safe for
Intellectual Risk Taking
Many gifted adolescent learners were
not exposed to learning experiences
that required sustained intellectual
effort during- their elementary years.
The lack of true challenge early did not
provide them the opportunity to learn
how to struggle, make mistakes or per-
severe at tasks that- require complex
thinking. Teachers working with ado-
lescent gifted learners must create safe
and suppartive learning environments
_ that allow learners to take Inteliectual
risks. Students should be exposed to

strategles and techniques for dealing

with fallure, keeping organized, and

maintalning persistence.

Suggestions for making curriculum and
instruction safe for intellectual risk tak-
Ing: . -

s Show learners how making mistakes

leads to incredible inventions {share

the book: Mistakes that Worked by

Charlotte Jones and lohn Obrlen).

Play up problem-solving tech-

nlques—give them many types and

help them identify when to use
them. :

+ Encourage students to work outside
of thelr preferred learning style.

» Offer learners appropriate strate-
gies for dealing with stress: medi-
tation, exerclses, the arts, taking
deep breaths, or listening to sooth-
ing music.

By offering instances of “failure” and
allowing for the re-working of solutions
through positive criticism, the teacher
can strengthen the overalt comfort abll-
ity of being incorrect.

Principle 5:.Make Choices

Students are motivated to learn- when
meaningful choices are offered. Student
ownership and responslbility for the
learning increases, and creative produc-
tion is strengthened. Choices can be
accomplished in a varlety of ways:

« Allow for students to choogse differ-
ent ways to demonstrate what they
know

» Allow students to develop and inves-
tigate toplcs of interest

* Allow students to use a variety of

materials and resources to com-

plete projects and assignments.

Provide for various seating arrange-

ments ot grouping arrangements in

the classroom.

« Allow students to create their own
evaluation rubrics and types of
assessments,

Choice Menus
An excellent way for teachers to provide
for cholces In the classroom Is to create
choice menus, which are a formatting
strategy for differentiating curricuium
and iristruction. Cholce menus should
allow students to:

» Use thelr preferred learning style,

« Incorporate their personal Interests

into thelr learning, and/or
« Study a topic In depth.

The first step in constructing choice
menus Is to decide what the “essen-
tlal learning” is In the unit or project
students. are to complete. Essential
learnings are the big ldeas, concepts,
themes, or generalizations that make

the topic/unit of "study Im.portant to
future learning.

Second, decide how the menu wliil be
arranged. Teachers can arrange the
menu so that it focuses on learning pro-
files/styles, Interests, or students’ need
to go Into greater depth. Choice menus
for gifted students can be created to

“elther replace or supplement the regu-

lar curricuium. Remember that choice
menus are not intended to be MORE
work, but to be more engaging work,

Third, bulld your choice menu by inte-
grating Bloom's Taxonomy and Gardner’s
Muitiple Intelligence Theory (or other
learning styles you prefer). Ensure the
learning experiences scaffold to higher,
more complex activities that move to
authenticity. For an excellent template .
for constructing choice menus, see the
Matrix Plan or Integration Matrix in Diane
Heacox's book Differentiating Instruction
In the Regufar Classroom (2002, pp.
80-83).

Finally, keeping gifted students motivat-
ed to ldarn can be accomplished through
engaging, interesting and rigorous chal-
lenges.” .

Key té getting and keeping gifted ado-
lescent students motivated is by build-
ing the drive to achleve from extrin-
sic to intrinsle. Teachers can begin
with external rewards (such as prizes,
passes, and so forth), but they must
move toward developing the learner’s
internal drive to succeed. As Sternberg
and Grigorenko state In Teaching for
Successful Intelfigence, *Internally moti-
vated individuals are able to maintain
their motivation over the rising and fall-
ing of external rewards” (2000, p. 85).
Developing internal forces comes from
the learner’s passions and engagement
with content. Hooking the glfted. ado-
lescent through their interests will build
the skills necessary to do well in future
challenging courses.
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