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‘Our diamonds in the rough: How might we encourage our learners’ talents?’ 
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"To me, you are still nothing more than a little boy who is just like a hundred thousand other little boys. And I have no need of you. And you, on your part, have no need of me. To you, I am nothing more than a fox like a hundred thousand other foxes. But if you tame me, then we shall need each other. To me, you will be unique in all the world. To you, I shall be unique in all the world . . ."

(Le Petit Prince…. Chp. 21; http://www.angelfire.com/hi/littleprince/frames.html)

One of the most powerful features of ‘Web 2.0’ tools – such as blogs and wikis – is the way in which they give value and validity to voices that may have previously been heard by few. Who knows, for example, whether Jason, who analyses the Microsoft advert in a digital essay produced for his online audience (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ovin0y-rfLE), or the contributors to the Student 2.0 blog (http://students2oh.org/about/) have the opportunities to use their skills and follow their passions within the face-to-face, curriculum-focused environment of school? The same might be said for any student who has a talent or skill not traditionally recognised in classroom expectations.

This quarter, virtually.together offers some thoughts around using the Literacy – English-ESOL sites and beyond to meet the needs of those students who have been recognised as ‘gifted and talented’, but also any/every young person who has some kind of a talent or interest that needs encouraging. (We all know the importance of keeping our expectations high!)

What do we need to know?

It seems obvious – trite, even – to suggest we need to know our learners if we are going to help them learn. It is true for all learners - but particularly so for students who may have specific learning needs. We need to understand what ‘gifted and talented’ means, we need to have an interest in our students as individuals with lives of their own, and we know what to look for so we can identify how to build on their strengths and address gaps:

· Students’ strengths and needs: this page outlines why tis is important and poses key questions for all of us as we plan, as well as providing links to particular pages related to learning needs. http://englishonline.tki.org.nz/English-Online/What-do-students-need-to-learn/Students-strengths-and-needs
· Gifted and talented: a definition of ‘gifted and talented’ and links to key documents.  

http://englishonline.tki.org.nz/English-Online/What-do-students-need-to-learn/Students-strengths-and-needs/Gifted-and-talented
· Gifted and talented tki community page: information and materials relevant to gifted and able students.

http://www.tki.org.nz/e/community/gifted/
· New Zealand Association for Gifted Children: http://www.giftedchildren.org.nz/
· On ESOL Online: resources to help support the gifted English language learner

http://esolonline.tki.org.nz/ESOL-Online/What-do-my-students-need-to-learn/Students-strengths-and-needs/Gifted-and-talented
How do we find out?

By what means can we learn that a student has a talent? A passion? A lifelong interest that is the lens for the way they experience the world around them? How do we find out whether what we are trying to do is truly engaging and enhancing them? Helping them learn?

We all know that there is a range of assessment tools that can capture a ‘snapshot’ of a student’s performance in literacy or numeracy, for example, and these are important and useful, if that is what we are wanting to find out. But informal, day-by-day, minute-by-minute monitoring of what our students say and do can be just as illuminating:

· Assessment processes: lists examples of informal assessment processes and reminds us that much of what we learn about our students’ needs can fall outside the diagnostic curriculum-related testing that we typically do, that assessment can be ‘of the moment’.

http://englishonline.tki.org.nz/English-Online/What-is-the-impact-of-your-teaching-and-learning/Assessment-tools-and-processes
· Learning to love assessment: a very readable and inspiring article by ‘assessment junkie’ Carol Ann Tomlinson, who shares ten insights about classroom assessment that have illuminated her work throughout her journey.

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational_leadership/dec07/vol65/num04/Learning_to_Love_Assessment.aspx
· Team-Up: offers guidance and support for families about ways to find out about their children’s needs: “"What is air?" "How high does it go?" "Why doesn’t it all float away?" Listening to questions and working out what really interests your young child can lead to discovering some very special talents.” http://www.teamup.co.nz/YoungChild/EducationAndChildcare/GiftedAndTalentedChildren.aspx
What do we need to know?

As the Digistore resource (below) suggests, the questions that lie behind Key Competencies (‘what does it mean to think?’ ‘To be connected?’) may offer exciting possibilities for encouraging students to explore global, abstract issues connected to the immediate curriculum content and skills – and there is no doubt that technology offers us opportunities to engage students beyond the classroom walls with authentic audiences, global issues, compelling mash-ups of digital media and collaborative ways of engaging with ideas.

To take advantage of these ideas, we might begin to see English from a conceptual point of view, starting with global concepts and questions, such as ‘How does literature help us better understand ourselves?’

· Concept-based teaching and learning: Conceptual lens allows a unit focus so that everything builds through that idea.

http://tamingthetiger.typepad.com/teaching_and_learning/2005/04/why_is_conceptb.html
· Concept-based teaching: Teaching beyond the facts 
By H. Lynn Erickson, Carol Ann Tomlinson (Corwin Press, 2002), this text explores why and how we can add coherence and relevance to our students classroom experiences with plenty of practical examples.

http://books.google.co.nz/books?hl=en&lr=&id=Kkv09vcixGsC&oi=fnd&pg=PR7&ots=YWtlIvMGjZ&sig=sfHM-h_6oJnn1idyKw3yQ5EmKZU#PPP1,M1
· Understanding by design: a US-based wiki that includes a range of unit plans for literature texts that use essential, ‘big’ questions to drive the teaching:

http://ubdeducators.wikispaces.com/DanaUbDPlans
· Digistore: There are some astounding conversations here which show the power of an open question in encouraging students to make connections to abstract ideas. Use the keywords 'key competencies' in the Digistore search to find digital resources of children discussing complex and abstract concepts to use as a stimulus for group or whole class discussion.

http://www.tki.org.nz/r/digistore/
· Selecting texts: how do we choose the texts that we teach?  How can we help our learners make connections, go beyond the immediate plot and characters to the wider ideas beyond? Some advice and guidance. http://englishonline.tki.org.nz/English-Online/What-do-you-need-to-know-and-do/English-content-knowledge2/Literary-texts/Selecting-texts
What do we need to do?

"An effective teacher connects to each student's interests, experiences, and sense of identity, shares a love of reading and writing, and generates excitement and a sense of purpose - all this gives heart to a teacher's practice..."

Differentiated teaching, intelligent questioning, opportunities for the students to see themselves in the learning process – these are the ideas that lie at the heart of effective pedagogies that will support gifted, talented, ‘interesting’ learners.

· How to Plan For Differentiated Instruction

http://www.teach-nology.com/tutorials/teaching/differentiate/planning/
· Quality Questioning Using the SOLO Taxonomy: An online workshop to support teachers as they move students towards more abstract, connected thinking.

www.tki.org.nz/r/assessment/atol_online/ppt/solo-taxonomy.ppt
· SOLO Taxonomy: HOT differentiated planning, assessment and feedback at Rutherford College: Secondary school English teacher, Christina Edwards talks about HOT differentiated planning and HOT language of learning visual maps and self assessment mark schedules when working with gifted students at Rutherford College (NZ). Planning, delivery and assessment using SOLO Taxonomy in this way brings a transparency to student teacher feedback. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ORlPdpskigo
· …and even at NCEA. Here is a differentiated version of “Shapeshifter”, designed to vary the ways students of different abilities and interest can prepare for the standard:

http://englishonline.tki.org.nz/English-Online/What-do-you-need-to-know-and-do/Teacher-resource-exchange/Contribute-and-browse
Technologies can offer exciting possibilities for students to show their understanding and explore ideas in new, global ways that reflect 21st Century competencies.

· ICTs in English NZ blog: http://ictinenglishnz.blogspot.com/
· English and ICT: Digital texts: a range of technologies

http://englishonline.tki.org.nz/English-Online/What-do-you-need-to-know-and-do/English-content-knowledge2/English-and-ICT/Digital-texts
· Software for learning: This website informs and supports teachers to select and integrate software as part of a rich learning environment.

http://softwareforlearning.tki.org.nz/
· e-Learning as Inquiry: Teaching with digital content: This online resource has been developed to support you, as a teacher, to explore how you can integrate the use of digital content, software, and other e-learning tools and contexts into your literacy teaching and learning. http://englishonline.tki.org.nz/English-Online/What-do-you-need-to-know-and-do/Knowledge-of-effective-pedagogy/e-Learning-as-Inquiry
· Future problem-solving: Future Problem Solving is a year long programme where students, working in teams, learn and apply a six-step problem solving process which provides them with the tools to tackle problems which they will meet throughout their life. http://www.fpsnz.co.nz/index.htm
…and what about our talents?

“Students of highly committed teachers are more likely to learn material and develop a positive attitude toward school than those of teachers with low levels of commitment” (Reyes, (1990).

How can YOUR talents be encouraged, harnessed, ploughed into the work you do?

The most enthused teachers I have seen and spoken to are those engaging with their students, excited about a particular project or undertaking study that links to their professional life.  Why not select a class, a group or an individual to monitor? Treat it like action research and who knows what interesting discoveries will result?!

All suggestions, comment, resource ideas and feedback can be directed to me at karen.melhuish@learningmedia.co.nz. 

An electronic copy of this will appear in the Professional resources on English Online.
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