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DINA BRULLES – PARADISE VALLEY UNIFIED 
SCHOOL DISTRICT 

 
Brulles, Dina. Director of Gifted Education and Professor of Education at ASU, Paradise 
Valley Unified School District. Telephone interview, February 14, 2017. 

 

 
Interviewer: I want to confirm you're the best person to answer our questions. Are you 

knowledgeable about the gifted education program at your district? 
 

Dina: Yes, I designed it. 
 

Interviewer: Great! Just to begin, can you describe how gifted education is implemented 
at your district? 
 

Dina: I could but that would really take a very long time. That's why I was asking if 
you'd been over our website. We have approximately 12-14 different 
programs, so it's going to be implemented differently depending on the 
program. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Could you give a quick overview of maybe your most successful ones 
or ones that are most innovative? 
 

Dina: We have our cluster grouping model in every one of our elementary schools 
and we have content replacement daily with the math, with a gifted 
specialist and that's for math and reading. That's for the vast majority of our 
gifted students are. Then we have self-contained gifted programs for highly 
and for gifted children who are readily accelerated, and we have that in five 
locations. We have gifted preschools, gifted kinder and then self-contained 
gifted elementary, middle and high school. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. Great. What would you say are the goals of your district's gifted 
education program? 
 

Dina: To make sure that all students, regardless of the area of identification, 
ethnicity, culture, language, that all gifted students are appropriately 
challenged, identified and placed. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. How long has the district been using this model? 
 

Dina: Well, I've been here for 12 years so we've modified everything since I've 
been here. 
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Interviewer: Okay, great. Has the model changed after the initial, after you came on and 

initially changed it? 
 

Dina: Oh yes, sure. We modify it as needed. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. What were some of the changes that you needed to make? 
 

Dina: Expansion to different locations. Changing up the curriculum to reflect 
current initiatives. Expanding once we identified additional students at this 
time. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. What department is gifted education housed under? 
 

Dina: Its own. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, its own department? Okay, great. How many district staff members are 
involved in the program's implementation? 
 

Dina: Elementary school is about 60 teachers and about five additional support. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. You said that's just elementary school? 
 

Dina: Yes. Then in middle and high school, it's just different. It's a different 
structure. 
 

Interviewer: How many do you have that actually work at the central office? 
 

Dina: Five. 
 

Interviewer: Five? Okay. What are the roles that these people have? 
 

Dina: Testing technicians, administrative assistant, office manager, gifted mentors, 
two mentors and myself, director. 
 

Interviewer: You're director. Okay, great. Do you offer any types of professional 
development initiatives? 
 

Dina: Oh, yes. It's ongoing. We have workshops offered about three days a week. 
Three workshops after school a week. Fall and Spring and also throughout 
the Summer. We have ongoing trainings. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. Great. Great. Who is invited to attend or is anyone required to 
attend those? 
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Dina: The gifted teachers are required and then anyone's invited. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. Are there any theoretical program models, or works of 
scholarship that have particularly influenced your program design? 
 

Dina: No. 
 

Interviewer: No? Okay. What, and I guess this is getting more into the specifics, but which 
strategies do you use to group gifted students at different stages of their 
education? 
 

Dina: We use the cluster grouping model. 
 

Interviewer: The cluster grouping, okay. 
 

Dina: School-wide cluster grouping model. 
 

Interviewer: Does the grouping method change based on grade level at all? 
 

Dina: Different programs, we group differently for different programs. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. That would be ... Is that between elementary and middle school or 
does that vary between even elementary schools as well. 
 

Dina: Within the elementary schools as well. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. How do you insure that your models for grouping students and 
delivering instruction is flexible? 
 

Dina: We look at the numbers that we have identified and grouped and then we 
use local norms to increase the numbers in our type of schools. 
 

Interviewer: How do classroom teachers or any administrative staff help to implement 
gifted education in your district? Do they take on identification 
responsibilities or any supervising roles? 
 

Dina: No, the identification goes through my office. The schools often by 
continuing to train, or participate in trainings. 
 

Interviewer: Is that ever difficult to get these teachers to participate in trainings? Do you 
ever have trouble getting buy in from them? 
 

Dina: Of course. That's difficult in education. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. What are some of the things that you do to incentivize that, if 
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anything? 
 

Dina: We give them clock hours for professional growth. We send them to 
different conferences when they're available and cover their subs. The 
teachers find benefits, they get benefits from them because then they get 
assistance with lesson planning and that type of thing. 
 

Interviewer: What have been some of the outcomes that you've seen of your gifted 
education model? 
 

Dina: Increasing identification, increasing gifted numbers and increasing the 
numbers gifted students that our schools attract. 
 

Interviewer: Are there any strategies or practices in particular that you found to be most 
effective? 
 

Dina: For what? 
 

Interviewer: For like seeing the best outcomes with your students? 
 

Dina: Yeah, there's just probably too many to discuss. That's how we guide our 
trainings by seeing what teachers need and develop our trainings based on 
current initiatives and what they need. 
 

Interviewer: Is there any one or two in particular that stand out in your mind? 
 

Dina: Of what? Strategies? 
 

Interviewer: Yeah, strategies that you think are most effective with gifted education. 
 

Dina: Well, flexible grouping I would say. 
 

Interviewer: Why does that come to your mind first? 
 

Dina: What's that? 
 

Interviewer: Why would you consider flexible grouping the most important- 
 

Dina: Because you have to flexibly group according to their needs within a 
classroom, within a grade level. 
 

Interviewer: How do you measure student and program outcomes? Do you have any 
specific assessments beyond state testing? 
 

Dina: Yeah, we do program evaluations every other year. We collect achievement 
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data for our gifted students in all of the areas that we tested then by the 
state. Then provide graphs and charts and presentations to each school 
every year, based on those under student achievement for gifted students. 
 

Interviewer: Are there any challenges that you've run into implementing this model? 
 

Dina: Always. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Can you describe some of them that you've run into? 
 

Dina: Just to get staff members to accept and understand why we have to provide 
differently for gifted students. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. What are you doing to address this with your staff? 
 

Dina: Just continuing to give ongoing information and training. Because once they 
information they generally understand why we would need to give these 
services. 
 

Interviewer: How do you seek to keep parents informed and involved? Maybe if it's in 
term of a modern student progress or communicating student assessments. 
 

Dina: We have quarterly new gifted newsletters. We have six to eight parent 
seminars a year. Our teachers provide their classroom gifted newsletter as 
well. We have an extensive website which is what most people go to. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. Is there anything else that we haven't covered today that you 
think would be helpful to include in our research? 
 

Dina: Well, not really but anyone who's really interested should really just go to 
our website because there's a tremendous amount of information there. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. Well, those are actually all the questions I have for you. I want 
to thank you for your time.  
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SUE FEIGAL-HITCH – EDEN PRAIRIE SCHOOLS 

 
Feigal-Hitch, Sue. District Coordinator of Gifted Services, Eden Prairie Schools. 
Telephone interview, February 13, 2017. 

 

 
Interviewer: Okay. Great. Can you discuss how gifted education is implemented in your 

district? 
 

Sue: Yes. We have a K through 12 program, a gifted education K through 12 
program, I should say. In the elementary grades K through six we have what 
we call levels of service which is following Treffinger's model for levels of 
service. 
 

 If you are familiar with that or have heard of that, level one would be high 
quality curriculum for all students and teachers developing and delivering 
differentiated lessons within that. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: Then level two, pardon me, would be our more flexible groups. If students 
need some sort of in-depth study or special interest groups. I can certainly 
send you our framework if you're interested in more printed information. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, yeah, that would be wonderful. 
 

Sue: Okay. So let me just put a note here as we're going along then I can make 
sure to get back to you. 
 

 Because our little charts of levels of service helps explain this a little bit. 
 

 Level three, and it explains where it hits, like level one is K through 12. Level 
two services for many of the students with special groups or extensions or 
enrichment can hit more grades one through 12. 
 

 Our level three, which is services for some students where we have our 
honors classes or advanced classes or send out program, that's grades two 
through 12. 
 

 Within our little chart you can also see how we delineate if our gifted staff, 
we do have gifted and talented resource teachers at each site, if they have 
direct involvement with students or if they have more of a professional 
presence where they're coaching or consulting with the teachers. 
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Interviewer: Okay, okay. 

 
Sue: In our level three program in our grades two through six we have a send out 

program called Key, K-E-Y, and it's not an acronym for anything, and those 
students leave their classroom several times a week to participate in inter-
disciplinary units with their gifted and talented resource teachers. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: Then in middle school and high school we have a lot of our enriched, 
advanced, honors, A-P classes. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. And, middle school you have these honors and A-P classes as 
well? 
 

Sue: In middle school we do have, the names always change a little bit, in middle 
school they're called enrichment advanced classes. In high school they're 
called honors. We have found out, you will use some names interchangeably 
here. We're working on seeing if we can make that a little more smoother 
for the parents. And, of course, then, in the high school we have just a large 
array of A-P courses. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. 
 

Sue: We don't have I-B courses but we have A-P, college in the school, and in 
Minnesota, one thing that we have is post-secondary option. It's called P-S-
E-O. Post-secondary educational option where if a student has 
demonstrated the need of for further classes than what we have on campus 
they can opt to go to a local university that would offer the credits. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. 
 

Sue: For sometimes, some of our highly gifted learners are off at the University of 
Minnesota or one of our community colleges by eleventh grade. We've had a 
number of our students almost earn a full year, or they have, not almost, 
they have earned a full year of college credits before they even get to 
college. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, wow, okay. Great. Can you tell me the difference between what an 
enriched or an advanced class would be in middle school? 
 

Sue: Yes. What we have for an enriched and advanced is typically is that, I'll give 
you an example with our algebra course which is a year accelerated. In 
seventh grade we offer an algebra course. Seventh grade is usually pre-
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algebra, is the regular offering. But for our gifted learners coming forward 
we know that they're accelerated in math. The enriched courses actually 
using the same textbook as advanced. The enriched one maybe goes at just 
a little bit different pace and offers a little more support for the students 
whereas the advanced, the pace is more rigorous and they move through 
the content, and they also spend some time on some deeper enrichment, 
going deeper into the content. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Stepping back just a little bit, what would you say are the goals of the 
gifted education program? 
 

Sue: Well, I can send that to you also. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: But because we do have a set of learner outcomes and goals for us. A lot of 
it is so that these students will develop critically creative thinking. Some of 
the four C's that you've been hearing about in current literature, creative 
and critical thinking, communication, problem solving, inquiry, for the kids to 
explore their own unique strengths and abilities and talents. 
 

 We want them also to have some awareness of career opportunities. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: Learning how to identify personal goals. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: Collaboration with team members. Those are some of our program learner 
outcomes and again I can give you links to all of this on our website. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. That would be wonderful. Thank you. 
 

 How long has the district been using this model for gifted education? 
 

Sue: As far as using the levels of service, we have probably been doing this for ... 
We've been, informally we've been doing it for a long time, I think formally 
when we went through a program review six years ago then we formalized a 
lot of this but we have had this type of thing going for well over 12 years. I've 
been in the district over 30 years. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: We've sort of built this as we've gone along but we formally called it levels of 
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service, you know, probably six years ago where we formalized it. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Has the model changed over time? 
 

Sue: From when I first began, yes, it's changed as we have grown in the district 
with students, the need for meeting the needs of our gifted learners, when 
we've added gifted and talented staff members throughout the district 
we've been able to have more offerings. 
 

 When I first started in the district over 30 years ago it was just a send out 
program. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. 
 

Sue: We just had that one component. Now we've been able to add Young 
Scholars, in the younger grades, grades one through four have Young 
Scholars. That kind of falls under our level two services. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: Maybe you've heard Young Scholars referenced? 
 

Interviewer: A little bit, yeah. Can you go into what that means for your district in 
particular. 
 

Sue: Yeah. We're looking at identifying and nurturing some of our students that 
have been overlooked in gifted services typically and nationally. It's many of 
our underserved populations. We want to really start with an early 
promotion that they are learners. Talk about access, affirmation, and 
advocacy for these students. We look at their academic growth. It is 
separate from our send out program but what we do is our gifted and 
talented staff have developed about four lessons in grades one and two 
specifically. Grades three and four spend a little bit more based on 
communication with the teachers. Back to grades one and two, we have four 
specific lessons that our gifted and talented staff go into the classroom and 
teach the whole grade level. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: The whole class. What we're watching for is, both the gifted and talented 
staff person and the classroom teacher, are watching for students that really 
seem to pop up and engage in this kind of lesson that is more creativity or 
critical thinking, especially the learners that are from our underserved 
populations. Some of our Hispanic students, our black students, our Somali 
students, E-L-L learners, twice exceptional learners, that they're showing, 
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that they really want to engage in this type of thinking. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: Then after the four lessons have been completed, and it takes several weeks 
to accomplish this within the classroom. We pull a flexible group of students 
that have kind of caught our eye and our attention and work with them, 
again, around some academic learning, vocabulary, background knowledge. 
They receive some small group instruction. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. How are students selected for the different levels- 
 

Sue: Yep. 
 

Interviewer: -Is that from teachers or administrators- 
 

Sue: Yeah, no. Level one is no formal selection process but just differentiation 
and responding to the needs of the learners. Level two, again, would be 
based on teachers contacting the T-G staff about need for enrichment or 
small group inquiry. Young Scholars, as I mentioned is based, not on a formal 
identification but more from students that are responding to these lessons 
that go in and teach. Levels one and two don't have a formal identification 
program. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: Level three, our send out program in the elementary, our Key program does 
have a formal identification program. That, we look at ability and a 
standardized ability test and achievement scores and seek that from a 
classroom teacher and the parent to put together student profiles. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. In what department of the district is gifted housed? 
 

Sue: For many, many years we were housed under student special services, 
special ed. In the last year and a half we've been moved under personalized 
learning. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Good. 
 

Sue: Our level four services, that run, at this point in time, it would be subject 
acceleration or grade acceleration or early admission. But those run K 
through 12 as far as picking up students that might need to enter school 
early, might have the need for grade acceleration or subject acceleration or 
early graduation. We've also, we're in our fourth year of a specialized 
program for highly gifted learners called Mosaic. 
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 That runs grades three through six in the elementary. Then that feeds into a 

lot of our advanced classes in the middle school that we were just chatting 
about. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: We don't continue to call it Mosaic in the middle school but, by and large, 
our students feed right into the advanced classes there. One reason we 
worked hard over the last couple of years, that distinction between 
advanced and enriched because we knew starting this program four years 
ago in grade four these students were coming along and would be moving 
into seventh grade and we had to be prepared for them. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay. Great. Do you offer any types of professional development 
initiatives for your teachers of gifted education? 
 

Sue: That has varied over the years where we've offered a lot of professional 
development. Lately a lot of our work around professional development is 
how to expand the initiatives going on within the district around literacy or 
math, specifically. 
 

 Some of it is more woven in that way. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: I do offer, for the gifted and talented staff and the Mosaic staff, to attend 
workshops that address gifted and talented letters to our Minnesota 
Department of Education. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: There's a Cornell symposium in Austin, Minnesota every year that is an 
offering. Our Minnesota Educators of Gifted and Talented offer an annual 
conference that we send teachers to. We have a variety of those offerings 
throughout the year but within the district we really look at how can we 
make it really ongoing and I think a lot of the work around that goes to our 
gifted and talented staff who are in each site. We have one point OFE at 
every site. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: Teachers that have questions can go directly to staff, that staff member so 
that helps it be very immediate. 
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Interviewer: Okay. Are there any early, you said just a little bit with the different levels 
that you have, are there any theoretical program models or works of 
scholarship that have particularly influenced your program's design? 
 

Sue: Yeah, well, Treffinger's model is the levels of service. Within that, the Young 
Scholars, we've been very influenced by the work done by Doctor Carol Horn 
in Fairfax County. That is a component there. We look at, definitely, defining 
rigor and differentiation within our district and that we looked at 
Tomlinson's work, Doctor Tomlinson's work. Doctor Sandra Kaplan's work. 
Let me go back here there's one piece that I'm looking for. Sorry. I'm hunting 
a little here for something. 
 

 Depth of knowledge work and why can't I think of the person that did depth 
of knowledge ... I'll come back to that. To figure that one out is hard. I just 
lost the name. 
 

 Of course, while we don't identify a Renzulli model or Reese's Model on 
STEM or the Renzulli model, that certainly, over the years, has influenced 
our work and how we look at kids by exposing them to ideas and 
information and movements more in-depth studies. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. How do you ensure that your models for grouping students can 
deliver instruction is flexible? 
 

Sue: Good question. How do we ensure that our model for grouping students is 
flexible? 
 

 A lot of that comes to working with the site principal and the assistant 
principal and the classroom teachers with our gifted and talented staff 
constantly going out and saying, "Are there any other students we need to 
be attending to?" Especially around our equity issues. Are there students 
that need to be brought into the group? The groups that have the 
identification process, that would be the Key program and the Mosaic 
program, have more defined selection process so those groups, once 
established, I shouldn't say that they're inflexible, students can join that. 
We're very concerned and very cognizant of making sure students can be 
added to that group. 
 

 Go back to the question. Say that question again. 
 

Interviewer: How do you ensure that your models for grouping students can deliver 
instruction that is flexible? 
 

Sue: It really comes a lot around the mind- ... We do need to have flexibility 
moving students, that capacity moving students to programming. Changing 
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programming if that is not a fit for a student for any reason. Always looking 
for other students, again that don't fit the typical profile for gifted and 
talented learners. I think the principals have been very helpful. We don't use 
a formal cluster program, per se, from what Marcia Gentry talks about, but 
we do create classrooms from year to year. We do cluster gifted and 
talented learners together as we do cluster other learners together. That 
way a teacher has an instructional group. We don't have, like I say, we don't 
use the total school cluster model. We're very, very close to that type of a 
model. We haven't really claimed it as such but we do cluster students, 
again, so that a gifted and talented learner isn't a singleton in the classroom. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. Okay. Great. 
 

Sue: I'm not sure if I'm answering how it stays flexible besides just the firm intent 
that it needs to be flexible. 
 

Interviewer: Right, right. What have been some of the outcomes of your differentiated 
teaching model, then? 
 

Sue: I do feel outcomes of the program are really broad looking at meeting the 
needs of the learners. K twelve we have a variety of program options so it's 
not just a one size fits all. 
 

 We look at how can we meet the needs of the learners. Our demographics 
have changed over the years so we've need to really re-focus and look at our 
work and make sure that we are not only delivering something that was a 
"standard" gifted model from 30 years ago. 
 

Interviewer: Right. Right. Okay, are there any particular strategies or any innovative 
practices that you've found to be more effective? 
 

Sue: Definitely our critical and creative thinking strategies always come to the 
forefront and that would be everything from the questioning strategies, 
creative thinking options. We have made it a point within our gifted and 
talented services that we focus on nine different critical and creative 
thinking strategies to assure the parents that over the course of time, if your 
child has been in the gifted and talented program, they've been exposed to 
all nine of these thinking strategies. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: Our district is very into tech integration. We're one-to-one district so our 
students K through six have iPads, actually K through eight have iPads. The 
high school students have MacBook Airs. 
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Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: That is a huge amount of technology integration and our gifted and talented 
learners really fly with that. 
 

 There's always the side of too much screen time and are they playing too 
many games but the other side we have a number of the teachers really 
looking at how to build a system for our fifth and sixth grade students in the 
Mosaic program. How to have the students take leadership for their learning 
and identify what standards they're meeting, give evidence for their 
learning, and keep track of this on ... One of our sixth grade teachers has 
each student creating their own website, using a website of choice for the 
student. The students have to document their learning, keeping track of the 
standards they're looking at, evidence of their learning, and that is open to 
the teacher to check at any time. We have, in our district, something called 
Schoology that you might be familiar with. The teachers do a lot of work 
with putting classroom lessons and ideas on Schoology and the students 
interacting and kids usually take it further. They find all kinds of other ways 
to integrate their learning via technology. They tend to lead the learning in 
some of that. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great- 
 

Sue: We have a lot of teachers writing grants. We have one of our fourth grade 
Mosaic teachers that wrote a grant and she has quite a large aquaponics 
program going, project, I should say, that she connects with local business 
and actually the large aquaponics where they have a large aquarium where 
there's fish in the bottom and they've got the food on the top, you know. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: That kind of thing. We have very innovative teachers. They're really looking 
at how to always increase the learning in the classroom. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. All right. Do you have any specific assessments beyond state testing 
that you use to measure student outcomes? 
 

Sue: The state testing is a component where ... We just know that doesn't really 
reach the range of our gifted and talented learners can go. For measuring 
growth, in the past we've looked at the M-W-As but right now the district is 
not using M-W-As as completely so, for example, in the Mosaic program, to 
measure growth we really looked at, the teachers look at the scope of 
grades three through six, the elementary ranges, and really focus on writing 
and looking at specific published writing rubrics from Heidelman and seeing 
how, as a group, as the student grew through the highly gifted program, how 
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are they growing year to year in writing. We're kind of digging down further 
into some of the content areas. 
 

 We do, like you say, as far as placement in the program, we use standard, 
we use ability test like the CogAT. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: We have the Megliari that we use. I'm hoping, my fingers crossed, that we 
will be, next year, looking at the CogAT as ... Using the screener format in 
grades two and four. That will, I think, really help us identify some of our 
underserved populations. Just universal screeners, that's one thing we 
haven't had. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. Do you have any challenges that you run into implementing this 
model for gifted education? 
 

Sue: There's always challenges like feeling like you don't have as much budget 
and as much staff as you would like. Right now, in implementing our 
program like our Young Scholars, we haven't ... Running grades one through 
four, and we're a little bit maxed out in our staff being able to fit it into their 
schedule, to be honest. 
 

 While we want to, next year grow it to grade five, because that's the next 
grade level the kids will be going to, our gifted and talented staff who also 
implement the Key program in the site and the Young Scholars, they're just 
struggling to get it all into their schedule. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: Sometimes that, where you have ideas for programming but, as it grows and 
you want to have more offerings, how to have somebody to support that or 
facilitate that becomes difficult. 
 

Interviewer: Right. 
 

Sue: We've had fantastic support from the district over the years from both site 
level and district level. We've just been very, very fortunate with that. We 
have a very supportive community. 
 

Interviewer: Great. What are you looking to address some of these staffing problems 
you're having? 
 

Sue: Right now we're kind of status quo so nothing new as far as addressing it. 
Again, we have a very supportive administration but it's our budget. I would 
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like to make proposals where things would grow but, again, right at this 
point, you know, we just come forward with the idea that, you know, the 
Young Scholars program we probably won't be able to meet with the 
students from grades five and six. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: And just be honest and put some of that stuff out there and then keep 
working with the principals and the administration on what would be some 
solutions around that. 
 

Interviewer: Right. Right. Is there anything else we haven't covered today that you think 
would be helpful to include in my research? 
 

Sue: The district that's looking at this, are they looking mostly at some 
elementary issues because many times, middle school you have those 
advanced classes, and high school, I don't always want to say that A-P is the 
program for gifted and talented learners, we have a lot of offerings, both 
academic and extracurricular offerings, that the kids really make use of. 
Many times some of the questions around gifted and talented services seem 
to be more directed around elementary. Is that the case with this district? 
 

Interviewer: Yes. They are looking for elementary and a little bit of everything for middle 
grade levels. 
 

Sue: Right, right. I wanted to give more information, if you needed it, at those 
levels or send you to a couple of my colleagues who could answer the 
middle school and high school directly if you're interested. I know a lot of 
the questions you seek are around elementary. 
 

Interviewer: Yes. Definitely, that's where the emphasis is. 
 

Sue: Yeah. We do have ... What I do appreciate in Minnesota and in our district, 
we do have what's required by state legislation in Minnesota is that we have 
an acceleration policy. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: What I do appreciate and need to create ... We have more than just a 
procedure. We actually have accelerated students when needed. We also 
have, in the upper grades, what we call credit for learning that is not 
enforced in any way by the N-D-E, by the department of education, but we 
do acknowledge that students in grades seven through 12 might receive 
credit for courses where they've demonstrated competence. That's 
accelerating, too, in the sense that students are working online. Students are 
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working online for coursework. 
 

Interviewer: That's interesting. 
 

Sue: You may have a student coming in saying, "Over the summer I took an 
algebra course. Can I get credit for that?" 
 

 Some of the needs and how we're responding are rapidly changing with 
some of the online offerings. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Sue: We don't have that quite as much in the elementary although, I'm not sure if 
the district that you're helping out has this, but we have a lot of programs 
out there in the community that parents take advantage of, whether it's 
Khan Academy online or Kumon math. Those things impact how the learners 
come to us. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Those are actually all the questions I have for you today. First I want to 
thank you so much for your time and all the details as well.    
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CAROL HORN – FAIRFAX COUNTY PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS 

 
Horn, Carol. K-12 Program Coordinator, Fairfax County Public Schools. Telephone 
interview, February 10, 2017. 

 

 
Interviewer: Then I want to confirm you as the best person to answer our questions. Are 

you knowledgeable about the gifted education program at your district? 
 

Carol: Yes. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. Just to begin, can you describe how gifted education is 
implemented at your district? 
 

Carol: Yes. We implement it through a continuum of gifted services. We've 
transitioned from identifying students as gifted or not gifted to providing 
what we call now advanced academic services. We have levels of service so 
that we can provide each student the appropriate level service based on 
assessment of that student at any point in time. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Carol: That's a change from historically where gifted programs would identify 
certain students as gifted. Whether or not you were gifted would a lot of 
times would depend on identification. We changed for a couple of reasons. 
One reason is in the field of gifted education, probably about 20 years ago 
Caroline Callahan at UVA and Joe Insuli in Connecticut and Donald Treffinger, 
some of the leaders in gifted education did move in that direction that we 
should be offering a continuum of services because with children you often 
don't know what they can do until their given opportunities. Our goal is to 
provide opportunities for children to be challenged beginning in 
kindergarten and as they move up in grade level, be sure they get the 
appropriate level. 
 

 We changed from gifted service to advanced academic in 2008. The reason 
we made that change was because when you talk about gifted, you could be 
talking about art, music, there's a lot of fields where people can be gifted. 
Our focus is on academics, mathematics, language arts, social studies, and 
science. Those are the areas where we have curriculum that provides 
additional levels of challenge. We switched from gifted to advanced 
academic because that's what we do. We provide advanced academic 
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services. 
 

 At the same time, we developed a curriculum framework so we're not just 
saying well, we have advanced academic services let's say in language arts 
and we don't just leave it up to the teachers to do the brainstorm of the day 
or buy some curriculum at the teacher's store. We actually have a curriculum 
framework that we use in grades K through six, and actually seven and eight 
as well where when teachers work with advanced learners, they use 
curriculum off the framework so it's not just that we have advanced 
academic services, but we have something concrete to support those 
services, which is our curriculum framework. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay. That makes sense.  You said that the district started using this 
model in 2008? 
 

Carol: Well, we started transitioning toward this model in 2000, 2001. In 2008 is 
when we changed from gifted to advanced academic. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay, great. Has the model changed since that point in 2008? 
 

Carol: No. It's continued. No. Those levels of service, we have level one, which is 
critical and creative thinking strategies that are used with all children 
beginning in kindergarten. They often help us identify students that are 
potential that you may not see unless you have some sort of instruction that 
elicits higher level thinking. The idea of the nine strategies is to have 
teachers in the classroom teaching lessons using strategies that elicit higher 
level thinking such as point of view, decisions and outcomes, and using 
analogies in thinking. We have lessons that really stretch all children. That's 
why we call it level one because for those nine strategies and the lessons 
that have been developed with those nine strategies are for all students. 
They're used K through 12 actually, those strategies are because even in high 
school, they do the debates which uses point of view, which is one of those 
strategies. That's level one. 
 

 Level two is differentiation in the classroom. The idea of that is that as 
students start to show a strength in one or more subject areas, we want to 
make sure that the classroom teachers challenge those students so they're 
not just sitting there waiting for the next strand or the next topic. Our 
advanced academic resource teacher, which in many districts is called the GT 
teacher, plans with grade level teams. I'm sorry. For some reason it's really 
difficult to talk this morning. The advanced academic resource teacher will 
sit down with grade level teams, talk about what they're teaching, and the 
teachers will say, "Oh, I have students who are in the first grade and they're 
ready for more advanced math." The resource teacher will share ideas, 
lessons, plans that they might use with those children. For example, in math, 
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it would be project M squared, which is, project M squared is a curriculum 
developed by the University of Connecticut National Resource Center to 
develop mathematical reasoning. In K, 1, 2, often teachers of students who 
are really strong in math, they'll use lessons from project M squared to 
challenge, to keep those kids challenged and engaged. 
 

 As students go up in grade level, level two is for students who have strength 
in the classroom, need additional challenge to stay engaged, but they don't 
necessarily need formal gifted services, which are provided starting in third 
grade either through a level four center or we have a level three that begins 
in third grade and that's direct instruction from the advanced academic 
resource teacher. Level two differentiates the classroom, but they're still 
using the advanced academic curriculum framework, pieces of it. 
 

 When you get to level three, you start the third grade and that's for students 
who have specific academic strengths. They're not strong in every subject 
area so they don't need to go to a level four center, but they do benefit from 
direct instruction from an advanced academic resource teacher who will go 
into the school and meet with those kids either once or twice a week and 
use something off of our framework. Again, the resource teacher always 
plans with the classroom teachers so that what they do when they're 
working with the resource teacher takes what's going on in the classroom to 
the next level. If she pulls them during social studies or if they're clustered 
and she goes into the classroom during social studies, she might use a 
document-based question, which is DBQ, which is one of our resources on 
our curriculum framework. 
 

 It's not like your GT is something separate, it extends the learning in the 
classroom. We leave it up to the school. Some schools for level three, the 
resource teacher still pulls out kids. Other schools they're clustered in 
classrooms and the resource teacher is able to go into the classroom and 
work with those kids and other kids benefit as well. That's really a school by 
school decision. 
 

 Level four is our center program and that's where students all day every day 
are working on, using our curriculum framework in all subjects so they're 
being extended in their learning every single subject starting in third grade. 
They either go to a center school where they're bused, we have 25, I think, 
center schools, it might be 28, I have to look it up, or now, because we have 
this curriculum framework, in 2003 one of our schools, it started at Beech 
Tree, said, "Well, what I hired a teacher trained in gifted and I offered that 
curriculum framework to a cluster of students who could go to the center, 
but are given the option to stay at my school. I'll have a GT trained teacher 
and I'll use everything off the curriculum framework so it will be the same 
experience as the center. The only difference is I'll fill the class with other 
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high performing kids that I think could do that work." 
 

 Beech Tree did it and many of the kids stayed, so building on that, it's really 
a grassroots effort, it went from one school in 2003 to now this year we have 
54 elementary schools offering what they call local level four. What it means 
is they're offering the full continuum at the local schools and the students 
who are center eligible have a choice. They can still go to the center if they 
want to or they can stay in their local schools and receive the AAT curriculum 
from a trained teacher.  The only difference is the make-up of the classroom. 
If you go to a center, the whole classroom is students who have been 
identified for level four. If you go to a local level four, it's going to be a mixed 
of identified students and other high achieving students who can do that 
work. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, okay. Interesting. 
 

Carol: Yeah, it is interesting. It's really been a grassroots effort. It really takes 
principal leadership because the principals don't receive any additional 
money or resources to do this. They have to designate one or more of their 
teachers as the level four teacher and then they have to be sure to cluster 
the kids and they have to decide who to put in that classroom, who would 
also benefit if they're not center eligible. It does take a big commitment on 
the part of the principals, but as I said, we have 54 doing it and it's really 
very successful because many students would prefer to stay in their own 
community. 
 

Interviewer: Right, right. Well that makes sense. Great. Stepping back a little bit, what 
would say are the goals of your district's gifted education program? 
 

Carol: I think the goal of our education program is to be sure that any child who has 
the potential to succeed at advanced levels has the opportunity. That's really 
our goal. We err on the side of inclusion and the other thing is our center 
aren't competitive. If there's evidence that a child has the ability to work at 
an advanced level, they are given that opportunity. Consequently, if we have 
more students eligible for level four, we open more centers. Of course more 
students are getting level four through local level fours as well. That's our 
commitment. That's why I say re-label the service, not the child. We are not 
saying your child is gifted or not gifted. What we're saying is at this point in 
time, based on the evidence that we collect in school, this level of service is 
appropriate for your child at this point in time, knowing it can change. A 
student could start off at level two and then they could move up to level 
three or level four depending on how they're doing and where they are as a 
learner. 
 

 Also, in middle school, we have honors classes in every middle school now. A 
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student can take one, two, three, or four honors classes in language arts, 
social studies, science, and mathematics. We also have centers so if the 
student goes to middle school centers, of course, they're taking that high 
end curriculum in all four subjects, but having the honors classes allows 
them to go to the local middle school and maybe take two honors classes or 
three. 
 

 The other thing that's different is our honors classes, even though they use 
the same curriculum as the center, when they get to middle school, the 
honors classed are open access. We don't sort kids in middle school, except 
the center. If they want to go to the center, it's still a screening and selection 
process, but the honors is really self-selection. We let students take one, 
two, three, or four depending on their interests and their strengths. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, okay. Great. Which department is gifted education housed under at 
your district? 
 

Carol: Instructional services. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. 
 

Carol: That was a big change. Up until, I think gifted started in 1963 in Fairfax and 
from '63 to probably around '99 or 2000, we were under special ed. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. 
 

Carol: It was a pull out model, totally pull out. Well, we had centers and a pull out 
model, but whether or not the curriculum was in line with what was going 
on in the classrooms, it was really, often it wasn't. They would do mystery 
units or they would often do units that didn't even connect to what was 
going on in the classroom. They were written for advanced learners, but 
they weren't necessarily connected to the subjects that were being taught. 
Around 2000, I think it was 2000, the assistant superintendent for 
instruction, the leadership team decided to move us from special ed to 
instruction. That was a pretty significant move because that emphasized the 
importance of our focus on instruction and not just identifying students but 
thinking well, if they're identified, what are we doing that's different in order 
to keep them challenged and engaged. That's when we started to develop 
our curriculum framework and everything connected to the state standards 
so what the teachers were responsible for in the gen ed, the center teachers 
were also responsible for the same content. It was just that it was being 
taught at a higher level with the resources and material designed for gifted 
learners. 
 

 Because our curriculum framework includes curriculum developed for gifted 
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learners by the College of William and Mary, the National Resource Center, 
or the University of Connecticut, everything we use is designed for advanced 
learners. Consequently when people say, "Well you're watering things down 
because you have more kids being included," we can defend what we're 
doing and say nothing's watered down. They're using this really high end 
curriculum. It's just that we're finding that more students can be successful 
at that level, and they are. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. How many staff members are involved in your gifted education 
implementation? 
 

Carol: Every school, you mean centrally or out in the schools? 
 

Interviewer: Centrally. 
 

Carol: Centrally I have, let's see, I have a high school specialist. I have an IB MYP 
specialist because we have about 16 schools, eight middle and eight high, I 
think, using the IB, International Baccalaureate, program starting in the 
middle years through diploma. Then I have a middle school specialist. Then I 
have an elementary specialist who's in charge of our young scholars schools 
and our GT centers, our level first centers. Then I have an elementary 
specialist who works with the resource teachers primarily. Then I have an 
elementary specialist who does a lot of work K-12 with project based 
learning. Then I have this year, for one year only, I have an elementary 
specialist that is assigned to our office to work with some of our high poverty 
schools in region three in order to raise the level of the instruction for our 
students in some of our title one schools. Then I have a part-time resource 
teacher who goes out to schools and does a lot of coaching with the 
resource teachers. She coaches the resource teachers, goes out and 
observes, and provides a lot of support to them. Then I have an 
administrative assistant. I have a data manager. I have one additional part-
time administrative support person who helps us with filing and just about 
everything. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. Thanks for walking through this with me. Are there any types of 
professional development initiatives that are offered for those in the gifted 
program? 
 

Carol: Oh, absolutely. We have the curriculum framework. All of our professional 
development that we offer revolves around the curriculum framework. If we 
bring somebody in to do training, we may bring them in to do training on 
document based questions and social studies or National Geographic Space 
and Science curriculum or William and Mary language arts. We do a lot of 
professional development. We have it two to three times a year. Every 
summer in June we have a four-day summer institute where we bring in 
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national consultants and some of our teacher leaders to provide training in 
the materials and resources on our curriculum framework. 
 

 Then in the fall we offer in-service days where we bring in consultants or use 
our teacher leaders and provide all day in-services on the curriculum. So if 
they don't get it in the summer, they can get it again in the fall during one of 
those days. When we have that training, the teachers walk away with the 
unit that they're going to teach. 
 

 In addition, we also have, just before school starts again, we have a summer 
institute for teachers when they come back in August. That day we always 
have an institute and some of our teacher leaders provide sessions on the 
curriculum instruction for advanced learners and how they used it in their 
classrooms for other teachers. We often do that again in the winter. If 
there's another staff development day, we do it again in the winter. That's 
one thing. 
 

 In addition, we have the Fairfax Academy where we offer graduate level 
courses, but they're offered through the academy free for teachers. They get 
academy points that can be used for certification. Through the Fairfax 
Academy, we offer similar courses to what you would receive if you went to 
a college. We offer differentiation for advanced learners. We offer 
curriculum for advanced learners. We offer models and strategies, social 
emotional. We have a young scholars course. We have about five to ten 
different courses. We have a course on mindsets that teachers can take. It's 
a 45-hour course and they get three academy credits that can be used to re 
certification, but also, we give a Fairfax endorsement. We have a regulation 
that they have to get the endorsement within five years. So, within five years 
of accepting a full-time teaching position with advanced learners, they have 
to either get state endorsed, which they'd have to pay for because they'd 
have to go to a college or university and take graduate level courses in gifted 
ed, or they can get the Fairfax endorsement by taking courses through our 
academy. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, interesting, great. I know we talked about this earlier on with the 
different levels, but how do you ensure that your model for grouping 
students and delivering instruction is flexible? 
 

Carol: I guess through the work of the resource teachers. Every school has an 
advanced academic resource teacher half-time. However, because we 
switched from the pull out model to a more collaborative co-planning model 
around 2002, 2003 as we developed the framework and made all these 
changes. As the resource teacher became part of the school team and 
started doing more co-planning and teaching with the classroom teachers, 
the principals began to see the value of having these people full time in their 
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schools. While every school gets a half-time resource teacher, we have close 
to 70 principals that use their own money to buy a full-time resource teacher 
now. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Carol: The resource teacher, even if they're half-time or full-time, they're 
responsible for how those services are delivered at their school. We actually 
have a school agreement form. At the beginning of the school year, the 
resource teacher sits down with the principal and they talk about how level 
one, two, three, because level four is separate because those are the 
classroom teachers that are teaching those kids in the classroom. At level 
one, two, and three, and how young scholars would be identified in their 
school. They come up with a school agreement form for how the services 
will look. Then once they fill out that form and send it to our office, we keep 
on file that school agreement so we know how every school is delivering the 
services. 
 

 As far as flexibility goes, it's the role of the resource teacher to constantly be 
looking for students who are ready for that next level of challenge. However, 
parents also can refer their child. We have a referral form. Parents may refer 
their child for level three or level four. Level four there's a strict timeline 
because it's a pretty intense screening process, but for level three, parents 
can refer their child at any time. There's a local school screening committee 
that will review the child and see if they do need level three services. It does 
stay pretty flexible. The resource teacher also has parent information night 
every fall and it's well advertised so that they know about the services at the 
school and what they need to do if they want their child considered. Then 
they have another parent information night in early January with a focus on 
if you want to refer your child for the level four services, what the screening 
and application process is all about. 
 

 Then we write school newsletter items that go into every school's newsletter 
to keep in touch. We provide them with a lot of materials for them to 
disseminate among the community as well. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. With the school agreement form, does that also go into how 
the kids are identified by level or does that come from the district? 
 

Carol: No, it talks about, well as far as the level two and three, we have an 
identification manual that every resource teacher has and that really goes in 
depth into how to hold your screening committees. Level two is, as I said, 
deferred to the specific classroom and that's pretty much decided by the 
resource teacher and the classroom teacher talking about individual kids 
that they see that need additional challenge. Level two is more of a talent 
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development pool. It's not formal identification and those numbers are not 
reported to the state. 
 

 Level three, which they screen kids for level three at the end of second grade 
then every year after that, level three is a local screening committee meets 
and reviews kind of all the kids in the school, looking at different strengths 
and things. There is a process. There are guidelines for the resource teacher 
and it's in the identification manual. 
 

 Level four, they're screened centrally, but the resource teacher has to 
prepare the files. In the school agreement form, I guess it does talk about 
the fact that the resource teacher has to have screening committees and 
they have to have time to prepare files for level four and things like that. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. I know that we're coming close to our 30 minutes so I definitely 
want to respect your time. I just have two more questions for you. Can you 
describe any challenges implementing this model of gifted education that 
you've run into and what your district is doing to address them? 
 

Carol: One of our challenges is that we use a holistic case study approach to 
identification and some parents want to know what test score does my child 
need or why exactly were they not found eligible. When you use a holistic 
case study approach, no one piece of information can determine eligibility or 
non-eligibility. That's why we use multiple source of information. We have to 
talk the parents through the file and explain that we focus on strengths and 
that depending on what the teachers and what the assessment says at this 
point in time doesn't support a certain level, but over time, if the school 
continued to work with them, that can change. It seems to be working. We 
don't get a lot of complaints. One of our greatest challenges is helping 
parents understand. What we often will emphasize is the fact that they 
didn't use this holistic case study approach, many kids wouldn't be 
considered because they maybe don't have really high test scores, but 
there's other information that supports that they would be successful. 
Consequently we're throwing a broader net even though some of the 
information is more qualitative than quantitative. We can't just say it's one 
test score. 
 

 Another challenge we have is that we do have certain areas where the kids 
are actually practicing for the ability test and their scores are really high. We 
know they are. Again, that's why we use this holistic case study because if 
they have a really high test score, but nothing else in the file supports 
placement, that test score alone won't find them eligible for service. The 
holistic case study approach is probably one of our greatest challenges, but 
actually it does end up working well for everybody. 
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 Another challenge is, of course, to identify students from underrepresented 
populations. We have our young scholar model and young scholars is finding 
students from poverty, who speak other languages, from title 1 schools with 
potential as early as possible and they get a separate code in our student 
information system, which is a YS code. All that is talent development again. 
All the YS code says is there's potential there and the school must become 
their advocates. Once they're identified as a young scholar, we give them 
free summer school. The resource teacher works with them, pull them 
together in groups. We strengthen the basic skills and the goal is we want 
them to become competitive so that by the time of second grade, many of 
our young scholars do go on to level three and level four, but if we didn't 
start working with them early, they may not have the skills or the self-
efficacy to be successful in an advanced course. We've had great success 
with young scholars starting in kindergarten. Many of them are now in 
college. We have 43 young scholars at TJ so using that model has made a 
huge difference in our underrepresented groups. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. That's wonderful. Great. Is there anything else that we haven't 
covered today that you think would be helpful to include in our research? 
 

Carol: You've been pretty thorough. Just so you know that not only in middle 
school, but also in high school, our honors and are advanced placement in 
our international baccalaureate are all self-referred, I mean, open access. 
Students can, once they get to middle school and high school, they can take 
any advanced course that they want, as long as they have the prerequisites, 
have the necessary courses that lead up to that. 
 

Interviewer: Right. Definitely. Great. 
 

Carol: I think you've done a pretty good job. If you think of anything else, don't 
hesitate to call again. I hope this helps. 
 

Interviewer: No, it definitely does. Thank you for all of the detail too. It's definitely a big 
help for our study.  
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LAURI KIRSCH – HILLSBOROUGH COUNTY PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS 

 
Kirsch, Lauri. K-12 Gifted Program Supervisor, Hillsborough County Public Schools. 
Telephone interview, February 9, 2017. 

 

 
Interviewer: Okay. I know you were going over a little bit about Florida and the guidelines 

for your state. I don't know if you wanted to continue with that train of 
thought. I'm sorry for cutting you off to go through that information. 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Oh that's okay. 
 

Interviewer: Or if you just want to talk about gifted education, how it's implemented at 
your district? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Okay, so and again I'm going to set the parameters with what the state says, 
okay? So based upon the state's eligibility criteria that tells us who can be 
classified as gifted, then each gifted student has an educational plan which 
addresses their learning goals. The state also has on the Florida Department 
of Education website our state gifted plan. Within that state gifted plan, 
then districts develop their own district plan that really looks at the options 
for serving their students. That's kind of like the parameters where we live 
here in Hillsborough. Okay? 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. 
 

Lauri Kirsch: The state gives us the musts. They provide us with mays and then we decide 
what we're going to do. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. Could you go into a little bit about how you implement that 
then? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: In the, for students who are eligible as gifted, we serve students a little bit 
differently from elementary to middle to high. Now just so I know, is your 
district looking primarily at information about elementary, middle, high, or 
the whole shebang? 
 

Interviewer: Definitely all of it but I think a little bit more of an emphasis for middle and 
high. 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Emphasis for middle and high. Okay. I would have to say that we have a lot 
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more open options for students at middle and high school. That's primarily 
because we're a district that has so many advanced course options. We are a 
very large district and absolutely every one of our middle schools offers a 
number of high school credit courses. Every one of our high schools offers a 
wide array of AP courses. We have a number of IB middle schools and high 
schools. 
 

 Students who are gifted in our middle and high schools, they have services 
of course in line with their education plan but then primarily through 
placement in the advanced courses that would be in the area strength of 
those students. Students also at the high school level have options for dual 
enrollment courses so there are just a wide variety of opportunities for kids 
in the middle and high school. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. How does it work for elementary school then? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: At the elementary level, we provide designated gifted teachers in each of 
our schools. The number of gifted teachers in a school depends upon the 
identified gifted students. Every one of our schools has at least one gifted 
teacher or part time gifted teacher. Some schools have up to five gifted 
teachers, again depending upon how many gifted students there are there. 
Our guidelines really take a look at how a student would be gifted, whether 
it is in the ELA area, in math, in science or a little bit more broadly and then 
it may be in social studies. Then what we do is we provide those services, 
typically on a part time basis to address growth in that area. 
 

 We have one full time center for gifted studies, which students who are 
attending our center, which is a school within a school, they have to be 
eligible as gifted and they receive all of their core instruction in gifted with 
their gifted teacher and their gifted peers there. 
 

 We use a variety of settings to provide services. Some schools have a 
resource room and the students are pulled into the resource room for one 
period, multiple periods, portions of periods, on a daily basis. Sometimes it's 
multiple times per week, but again to be, it would depend upon the needs of 
that student for those advanced learning opportunities. In some places, 
they'll use more of an in class model. In the state of Florida, we're under 
class size guidelines and so in some of our schools we have room to have 
that resource room and others we don't, okay? We have developed service 
models also that would allow that gifted teacher to go into the general 
education classroom to work specifically with the gifted students. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. What is the teacher ratio for gifted students to the teachers? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: We, gifted classes fall under the same class size requirements as any other 
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Florida class sizes. For K-3 Students it's a 1:18 ratio and for our elementary 
fourth and fifth graders, it's a 1:22 ratio, but it's not always that large just 
because it depends upon how many gifted students there are and how the 
students are scheduled. That would be the maximum number. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay. Great. How many students are currently in the gifted center that 
you were discussing earlier? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Our center for gifted studies, when it's at capacity, the center will have 196 
first through fifth grade gifted students. This is the first year that it was open 
and it's through our choice program, so students actually the parents have 
to apply, go into that lottery and be selected to attend the center. We open 
this first year with about 100, it was close to 180 students. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. This is the first year that the center's been open? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Yes. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Lauri Kirsch: It's an existing school and the center has been a new component within the 
school. The center is within the school. The school itself has been around 
since oh gosh the late 1990s and they had space and so that's why it was 
determined that's where our center would go. As a choice option there's no 
transportation. Kids can apply from all around the district and attend the 
center. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. What would you say are the goals of your district's gifted 
education program and all the different programs you have? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Really our goal is to identify gifted students, provide them with learning 
options that will help them reach their potential. We know that the learning 
approaches, the curriculum materials, the experiences that we give these 
kids have to be different than what occurs in the general education 
classroom. In the state of Florida, there are gifted standards, and so really 
when we're looking at those core subjects it becomes looking at the core 
subject standards, which our Florida standards are pretty much the common 
core standards that have been Florida-ized. Then layering on top those 
gifted standards. There's really seven broad categories for those gifted 
standards. 
 

 Things like, I'm going to pull it up in front of me so I can make sure. I'm just 
going to go and brief because if you go to the Sea Palms website you can drill 
down to all of them but it's not so easy to navigate. Really the seven broad 
standard areas are looking at the complexity of knowledge, multi-faceted 
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questions in a variety of disciplines, research and exploration, creative and 
critical thinking, leadership and participatory roles, personal, academic and 
career goals and authentic products, performances to demonstrate 
understanding in multiple fields. 
 

 Those are the broad categories, so when a gifted teacher is teaching her 
students, she would have that core standard and then make it gifted by 
deciding which of these standards she would be addressing in those 
experiences for those kids. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. How long has the district been using this model for gifted 
education? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: I've been in this job since 2005 and prior to 2005 we really said if you're 
identified as gifted as an elementary student, you get an advanced math 
course or an advanced science course. We've really been moving in this 
direction since 2005 to really say how can we make sure that we're looking 
at how each student is gifted, designing the programs based upon the 
student needs, making sure that the teachers have the training, the 
resources and the support they need to address their students' needs in this 
kind of way. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. In what department of the district is gifted education housed 
under? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: In teaching and learning. 
 

Interviewer: Teaching and learning. Great. How many district staff members are involved 
for the gifted education implementation? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: You are talking to the entire department. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. Great. Are there any types of professional development 
initiatives that offered for these special education teachers then? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Yes. Because we need to make sure that they know how to implement the 
models of service, our guidelines are really broken down more finely. If it is 
our kids are getting, our elementary kids are getting their services in ELA, we 
wanted to say, well gosh don't just make it up. We want to provide them 
with a framework of what they should be doing. Within that framework, we 
defined the types of things they should be doing, like the school wide 
enrichment model reading framework which came out of University of 
Connecticut, things like the independent investigations model, Socratic 
questioning so all those types of things go into our guidelines and so the 
professional development would make sure that the teachers had the 



Hanover Research | March 2017 

 
© 2016 Hanover Research   34 

training and the resources so that they could implement those pieces. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. All right. 
 

Lauri Kirsch: In Florida, gifted teachers also need to have the gifted endorsement which is 
the equivalent of five, three semester hour courses or we offer it through in 
service through the district which would be 300 in service hours of training 
in gifted education. That's just the requirement for certification. Our 
elementary gifted teachers have an annual gifted training day and so they 
get about seven and a half hours of training on that one release day per year 
as well as any other summer training that they may go to support our model. 
 

 It may be that a teacher goes to a nine hour training in school wide 
enrichment reading model framework. Also for ongoing professional 
development teachers have, we do a one hour online webinar where they 
have a chance to interact, ask questions, bring in guest speakers and so it's a 
video conference type of thing for TLC. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. Danae just mentioned that you have a Socratic questioning and 
independent investigations model. Are there any other theoretical program 
models or works of scholarship that has particularly influenced your program 
design? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: We use a lot of the elements that have grown up out of the school wide 
enrichment model and the work of Joe Renzuli. That's where the SEMAR 
came out of his work and out of the work of the folks there at UCONN. 
That's where the independent investigations came out of. We also use some 
of the math units that came out of UCONN, the mentoring mathematical 
minds and the mentoring young mathematician. In our science programs we 
use what they call the think data approach, teaching kids how to use real 
world data collection instruments and then we just do a lot of project based 
learning and problem based learning. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. Great. 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Our center for gifted studies, which I talked about a few minutes ago does 
use a school wide enrichment model approach throughout the entire school 
and so along with that every student at the school, not just in the center has 
the benefit of participating in enrichment clusters. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay. Great. How do you seek to keep parents informed and involved, 
maybe especially when you're monitoring student progress or 
communicating different student assessments? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Really a lot of, most of that happens at the school level. Because we are such 
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a large district, I don't know if you know this. We have 148 regular 
elementary schools and a bunch of charters. We've got 50 some middle 
schools and I don't know how many high schools. We have over 250 schools 
altogether. With a district that large, a lot of that responsibility for that 
communication is on the schools. Teachers are very active in communicating 
with parents. Periodically we do have district-wide events where we will 
invite parents and again, I'll put out the word to the gifted teachers that 
here's an opportunity, post it on our intranet and they spread the word onto 
parents. Most of that communication comes directly through the school. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. That makes sense. I know you just talked about this a little bit with the 
center and other students using it for the enrichment, but how do you 
ensure that your model for grouping students and delivering instruction is 
flexible? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: How do we ensure that it's flexible? Well you know in the guidelines that I 
provide to teachers, they go through the process every single year of starting 
by looking at their students. They look at the parameters of what they've got 
to work with. Do they have a resource room? How many kids do they have? 
What are the needs of their kids? Then they design their services each year 
based around that. 
 

 Identification is ongoing and so they also have to be very flexible because 
the minute the students is found eligible as gifted, that student needs an 
education plan and needs services to begin. By the nature of it, yes we have 
to be very flexible. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Are classroom teachers involved with this process of identifying who's 
a gifted student or not? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: We do universal screening using existing data. We also in identification plans 
make available training and resources so that people know what giftedness 
looks like, and if anybody says, hey I think that child may be gifted, then we 
look at that child, whether that child has been picked up in our data hunt or 
not. It could be a teacher, an administrator. It could be the media specialist. 
It could be the parents. It could be the kid themselves. When that happens 
we move to our individual screening and going through the process. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay. Have you ever run into coordinating this buy in from classroom 
teachers being a challenge at all? Is it a different difficulty for different grade 
levels you've seen? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: You know, it just, if classroom teachers don't believe in gifted kids and their 
needs as being anything beyond what any other child needs, then you run 
into a barrier. We have found that by having dedicated gifted teachers in 
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each of our schools, that person becomes the cheerleader. Also that person 
works with classroom teachers and helps bring them onboard. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. Have you seen different grade levels with different issues of 
buy in, or is this kind of a per teacher basis? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: I'd have to say it's an individual bias. I can't say that it's one place or another. 
If there's any place that it happens probably more frequently than other 
places, it's when our kids are kindergarten just because people think oh gosh 
they've got to get used to school before they can need gifted services. In my 
way of thinking, the earlier the better. 
 

Interviewer: Right. Okay. Great. What have been some of the outcomes of your gifted 
education model? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Well, really when we look at it we find that when students are served 
according to their needs based upon their giftedness, they're more 
successful. Then what we can do is we can get them support in the areas 
where they may not be gifted. Just because a student is gifted doesn't me 
they're gifted in absolutely every subject. I think that by looking at it in this 
approach it's almost like an RTI approach to gifted, where we say what does 
the student need now and how are we going to provide that? 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Are there any particular strategies that you found to be most 
effective? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Strategies as far as? 
 

Interviewer: Just for that produce the best outcomes for gifted education, anything kind 
of creative or unique that your district's doing that we haven't covered? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Well I think, I mean teachers are the key to making it happen. When 
teachers really believe that the learning needs of their gifted students are 
unique and that it is there, they're bound to address those needs, then we're 
more successful. I think that any district that's looking at improving their 
gifted program really has to approach it from multiple levels. You can't just 
do a top down change and expect it to work. 
 

 I look at our gifted teachers and I would have to say for the most part, they 
are just, they believe in what they do. They're passionate about what they 
do and they're going to do whatever it takes to get it done. They're not 
teaching a curriculum. They're teaching kids, gifted kids. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. Great. How do you measure student and program outcomes? 
 



Hanover Research | March 2017 

 
© 2016 Hanover Research   37 

Lauri Kirsch: Well, you know when you look at a program you've got all of those things 
that you look at. You can pull out any one of those evaluating gifted 
programs kinds of books there and say how are we doing here? What pieces 
have we met here? It's a little bit more difficult to measure student 
outcomes based upon test scores because all assessments only measure 
what they're designed to measure. 
 

 Many state assessments are only designed to measure proficiency on state 
standards, okay? We have to look beyond just those types of measures, 
looking to what other types of things are kids involved in. What is it they're 
doing as far as creating and producing at their schools? Are they involved in 
other competitions? It has to go beyond the student test scores. I also look 
at teachers and our gifted teachers. How are they doing when it comes to 
their evaluations? Do we have any low performing gifted teachers? When 
we don't, I know that we're doing well because when gifted teachers are 
shown to be effective teachers, that means they're getting what they need 
too. 
 

Interviewer: Right. Right. Definitely. Great. 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Does that answer your question? 
 

Interviewer: No, it does. It does. Yeah basically just seeing if you do any other type of 
specific assessments beyond state testing, which it sounds like you do. Are 
there any challenges that you run into implementing this model of gifted 
education? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Well you know any change takes time, okay? I believe in the continual 
change. You've got those folks who when they're presented with new 
opportunities and a new way of doing things as our schools and teachers 
were when we developed this model and started to get it going back in 
2010, you've got the folks who are going to jump onboard and are going to 
say, I am so with you. I'm in. Then you've got those who are going to hang 
back and say it's like okay I'm going to see how it's going for you and then 
I'm going to try it. Then you've got along that continuum the folks who are 
saying, nope we've done it this way for the last several decades and why 
would we ever change? 
 

 Those never changers are a frustration but they exist in anything. I guess 
knowing where you're going the challenge then becomes getting everybody 
in the same direction and in a really big place, it's kind of like moving the 
Titanic sometimes. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay. Do you think there's more communication that would help this 
or what is your district doing to address this? 
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Lauri Kirsch: It's just taken time. I'd say more than 90% of our schools have moved in this 

direction, and so to me that's really good. You know, as a big district it's 
always difficult to be everywhere. Juggling all the demands has always been 
difficult. I think one of the strengths of our model has been schools can 
really design for their kids what their program is going to look like within 
these parameters because we are a very diverse district and our schools 
don't all work alike and the kids' needs aren't all the same. It's a challenge 
determining sometimes is everybody doing exactly what they need to be 
doing because what they need to be doing is different from what some other 
folks need to be doing. 
 

Interviewer: Right. Right. Okay. Great. Is there anything else that we haven't covered 
today, that you think would be helpful to include in our research? 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Just you know, any district who is really looking to make their program 
better, include the stakeholders in conversations because if you don't have 
those people at the schools onboard from administrators to teachers to 
parents, if you don't have all of those stakeholder groups at the district on 
board ... You know everybody really has to have that common vision of 
where you're going. Just including all those folks and being purposeful and 
knowing where you're going and also not just making it up. 
 

 There's a lot of really good publications out there. There's solid research 
based programs. Like I said, we've gone with the school wide enrichment 
model reading framework, the M-squared, the M-cubed units because those 
are research based pieces. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great. Well that's all the questions I have for you today. 
 

Lauri Kirsch: Okay. 
 

Interviewer: Yeah, so first I just want to thank you so much for your time and for 
rescheduling it. I really do appreciate it. 
 

Lauri Kirsch: All righty. Well good luck to you. 
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BONNIE O’REGAN – GREENWICH PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS 

 
O’Regan, Bonnie. Advanced Learning Program Facilitator, Greenwich Public Schools. 
Telephone interview, February 10, 2017. 

 

 
Interviewer: To begin, can you describe how gifted education is implemented at your 

district? 
 

Bonnie: Formally. They start in grade two. Do you want me to start from what we do 
from kindergarten all the way up? In kindergarten and first grade, what ... 
We work with highly gifted students who have been identified either 
through their parents or the teachers for possible grade skip. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: Most of the time, it's usually that we grade skip once in a while, but we use 
other types of acceleration, single subject, sometimes we put them into an 
above grade-level classroom, sometimes we're doing it within the classroom. 
It really matters on the individual child. Then provide supports to the teacher 
or teachers that that involves. At kindergarten and first grade, it's fairly 
informal, but we have a handful of kids every year that fall into that 
category. 
 

 Starting in second grade is when we start our formal programming. We have, 
at the very beginning of the school year, we go into the grade two 
classrooms and set up and do higher level thinking types of exercises, critical 
thinking. Based upon the young scholars and the critical thinking lessons that 
they use, if you're familiar with Fairfax County and their Young Stars model. 
It was based off of that, but then it was also based off of my experience with 
's portfolio approach. We wanted to catch the kids being smart. Looking at 
not those kids that necessarily are going to show up anyway, but we're 
looking for those kids that may not necessarily show up ... They don't do the 
school game. Paying attention to cultural differences. Our low SES. 
 

 We started this a few years back because we were really ... Our program was 
under representing our low SES and Hispanic populations. What we wanted 
to do is that that was based on the premise that number one, the teachers ... 
The students needed to have these experiences before they could actually 
show the gifted behaviors. It wasn't an already developed ability that came 
in without the tutoring, without all of that, the enriched environment at 
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home. Also, about the misconceptions of ... That the teachers didn't know 
exactly how to look for students that were from other cultures. The cultural 
differences, choice exceptional, all of the different components. They're 
different from your typical, high-performing, gifted child. 
 

 Then what we do is we go through a placement process. We use multiple 
criteria. Everyone takes a cognitive abilities test, the CogAt. It's just part of 
our district assessment process in October. Then in November we assess and 
we look at specific academic. We look at Math and/or Reading. Then in 
grade two, what we do is it's a pull-out ... Cluster-group pull-out group, and 
two hours of enrichment per week. Again, we use multiple criteria. We use 
the ability, we use an achievement test, we use the STARR assessment, 
which is the computer adapted, so it will go high ceiling. Other districts, I 
know use MAPP, but we don't. We're trying to utilize as much as we already 
have within the district. Then we also include a performance assessment, an 
open response to literature or a problem-solving. We use the literature 
response. It's taken from the College of William and Mary. Their curriculum 
materials, they have a pre-imposed assessment, and we follow that same 
protocol as they do for their pre-imposed literature and interpretation 
assessment. That's the format that we use for the literature, and for the 
problem-solving. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: For Math, we use problem-solving, and we use the continental Math 
questions. Math Olympiad questions. 
 

 Then starting in third grade ... That's in November. Right now what we're 
doing is we're getting ready for placement, for next school year. Every 
spring, students are considered for placement for the next school year. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: Those students who were placed in the fall will continue into grade three, 
and then we look for any of the students who we may have ... People 
develop at different rates. We're looking for more kids. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: More kids that may need to have an accelerated program. Starting in third 
grade, we have it in ... For Math and Reading, it's a replacement curriculum. 
Every day, instead of an hour of their Reading block, they go to the ALP-
teacher for Reading. They still have their writing in their homeroom in third 
through fifth grade, but their Reading is with the ALP-teacher, and it's a full 
five hours a week. Math is a complete replacement. They don't have any 
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Math in their homeroom. They have the Math with ALP teacher. 
 

 It's clustered, so it's mainly ... It's pull-out. I don't like using the word pull-
out, because so many times pull-out is considered where you come out for 
two hours once a week and you do fluff and stuff. What we do, is it's an 
academic based, and completely connected to what they're doing in the 
classroom, even when we are doing the two hours a week of Math 
instruction or Reading instruction, it's connected to what they're doing in 
the classroom. It enriches and goes beyond what they're doing. 
 

Interviewer: Right. Just so I ... Sorry, very quickly, you're saying the ALP-teachers. Is that 
Advanced Learning? 
 

Bonnie: Yeah. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: Advanced Learning Program is what we ... 
 

Interviewer: Okay, perfect.  
 

Bonnie: The TAG teachers, ALP, or, you know. Whatever acronym you happen to call 
it. 
 

Interviewer: Right. 
 

Bonnie: We changed from TAG to ALP, thinking that it would decrease the amount of 
labeling the child, since we're going to label children anyway. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, so you said that was in… 
 

Bonnie: In third, fourth, and fifth, we do ... Mm-hmm (affirmative), the Reading and 
the Math. Then also in third, fourth, and fifth, we have an enriched ... Again, 
it's enrichment for Science. It equates out to be 90 minutes a week. Again, 
connected to what they're doing in their home-rooms for Science. It takes 
that core and the core curriculum and moves on. 
 

Interviewer: Right. Right. 
 

Bonnie: That's in the elementary. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 

Bonnie: Once we get into middle school, in middle school for Language Arts, we have 
a replacement of the English and the Writing. The students, instead we have 
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two different levels of Language Arts in the middle school. We have the core, 
and then we have the advanced Language Arts. That is connected to both 
Reading and Writing. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. 
 

Bonnie: Then in Math, there's three different levels of Math. There's the core Math, 
there's one grade-level advanced, which goes into the grade ... Starts at 
grade seven, and then there's the two grade-levels advanced that kids go 
into Pre-Algebra as sixth graders. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. 
 

Bonnie: Again, we have these handful ... You remember those kindergarten and first 
graders, those handful that are accelerating faster than the ... This is the 
normal gifted. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: We have the highly gifted that accelerate beyond that. I have a seventh 
grader doing ... Or a fourth grader doing seventh grade right now. I have a 
sixth grader doing Algebra II right now. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. 
 

Bonnie: We offer those individualized plans for those highly gifted students, as far as 
what they need. We have a handful every year that go into Algebra as sixth 
graders. I think I have five across the district next year. It's a very, very small 
percentage. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, so it's pretty ... 
 

Bonnie: It does ... That one's very ... Yes, we customize as much as we possibly can. 
It's meeting the kids where they are and where they need to be going. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Great. 
 

Bonnie: Then for Science, we have two levels of Science starting in sixth grade. We 
have the regular Science and the Advanced Science up to high school. In 
addition to ... I don't even know off the top of my head, how many other 
classes we have. We have honors for everything. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: They have Honors level for everything. We have AP. I don't know if there's 
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an AP course that we don't offer. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: We have the Honors and the AP courses that the students feed into. Let me 
see if I can look that up. The one non-Honors class that I'm directly involved 
with is at ninth grade, there's not an Honors English class. We do have three 
different levels. We have a 112, which would be considered your grade level, 
and then you have a 113, and then we also have a 113-A, which is the 
selective one where the kids have to test into that. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay, great. I guess stepping back a little bit, what would you say are 
the goals of your district's gift education program? 
 

Bonnie: Oh, I have that. Let me get that, let me get that, let me get that. I have that 
in this full report. I put it in there. The gifted program is part of the policy 
and the procedure for the entire district. It's not mandated. We do not ... 
The state does not have a mandate to serve gifted children. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: It is locally mandated that we do. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 

Bonnie: Okay. Curriculum, curriculum. Okay. Provide for cognitive development in 
core curriculum areas at an appropriate pace and depth. Develop self-
understanding that encourages and fosters independent and self-directed 
learning. Develop intellectual and scholarly skills and attitude. Promote 
critical, creative, and divergent thinking skills. Develop research skills and 
methods. Foster intellectual inquiry at all levels. Develop aesthetic 
knowledge, skills, and appreciation. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: Pretty basic. I think that they sound like just every other program. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. 
 

Bonnie: We use the William and Mary’s integrated curriculum. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. How long have you been using that model for? 
 

Bonnie: '95 was when the current ... The current framework was developed just part 
of a program review in 1995 that was done with the College of William and 



Hanover Research | March 2017 

 
© 2016 Hanover Research   44 

Mary. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: The only revision to that since then was in 2012 when we changed out the 
grade two ... We used to place students at the end of grade one, test the 
students at the end of grade one for grade two enrichment for all year, with 
the two hours, and then the kids would have to test again at the end of two. 
Some of them would be placed into the replacement curriculum and some 
weren't, which was really hard for a five year old, six year old to understand. 
 

Interviewer: Right, right. 
 

Bonnie: The difference between an end of year first grader, and a beginning of the 
year second grader, huge. We consolidated in the best interest of the kids. 
We said, we can revise this. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Okay. Great. What department did you say gift 
education is housed under for the district? 
 

Bonnie: We have our own department. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great.  
 

Bonnie: What do you mean, as far as ...? I answer to the ... I am directly under the 
superintendent in charge of curriculum instruction and professional learning. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, okay, great. 
 

Bonnie: My level is at the same as if the math curriculum level. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Okay. How many district staff members do you have 
in your department? 
 

Bonnie: I have that here... Right now, I have 14 full-time and 8 part-time teachers in 
the elementary program. The middle school, I have 17 teachers that teach ... 
For the middle school, I only count the Language Arts classes. Those are the 
only ones I'm directly in charge of. We have 17 teachers that teach Language 
Arts classes, and then they also teach the core Language Arts also. 
 

 I have, oh, the best part in middle school, we have an elective called 
Seminar. It's our best ... The best thing we do. We take a three-year study of 
what does it mean to be human. We start out in the elementary, or in sixth 
grade, looking at evolutionary change, and looking at the evolution not only 
of humans, though we get into Darwin, but then the evolution of thought to 
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philosophy, et cetera. Then we look, in seventh grade, we look at systems, 
and look at utopian and dystopian societies. Then in eighth grade, we look at 
public health systems. What happens to this whole, "What does it mean to 
be human?" Think about the Zika virus and how people react to that, and 
from multiple stakeholders' points of view. It's a three-year ... It's an 
elective, so it's every other day for one semester, but the kids just love it. 
When the kids come back years later, they'll say, "Oh, I remember what we 
did ... when we did that." 
 

Interviewer: That's really cool. 
 

Bonnie: It is. 
 

Interviewer: That's great. How many staff members do you have, so not teachers, do you 
have working in the district with you for gifted education implementation? 
 

Bonnie: For me? 
 

Interviewer: Yes ma'am. 
 

Bonnie: I'm a full-time facilitator for the district, and then I have a part-time 
administrative assistant. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. 
 

Bonnie: Yeah, we have eleven elementary buildings, the three middle school 
buildings, and then they all feed into a single high school. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great, and are there different types of professional development that 
you offer for your teachers? 
 

Bonnie: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Yes. 
 

Interviewer: Are they required to attend or is it a voluntary system? 
 

Bonnie: For the teachers who are teaching within the ALP program, I meet with them 
the second Wednesday of every month for a program meeting. We met just 
this week before the snow came. I meet with them once a month, and 
besides them, we have professional learning on ... We have early release 
Wednesdays. There's five of those throughout the school year, plus two full 
days of professional learning. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: Once a month, they're required to come and see me. Then the other ones, 
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we offer a variety of choices for them depending upon where their 
professional learning plan is. We personalize their professional learning. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: Then in addition to them, I will put them into contact with modules, like 
online learning modules in certain areas of learning that they want to do. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: Or go out and work with them one on one, do job-embedded ... We have a 
number of district-level coaches that go in and do job-embedded 
professional learning. I bring in the eminent scholars within the field. We 
had Dr. Susan Baum here earlier this year talking about Twice Exceptional 
students. Dr. Griffin was here in December, I believe. 
 

Interviewer: How many speakers do you usually get a year to come in? 
 

Bonnie: It really matters on ... This year, not as many because the Math department 
has been sponsoring Greg Tang. You know who he is? 
 

Interviewer: No, ma'am. 
 

Bonnie: He is one of the eminent scholars within problem-solving and Math 
curriculum. I want the teachers to go and have the opportunity to work with 
him as much as possible, and so I don't want to put somebody over again 
without thing. I don't want to have to choose between ... No, we have to ... 
The other part, the Language Arts, we've had a number ... We work very 
closely with Teacher's College out of Columbia. We've had a number of 
workshops that they've needed to do, and so then that's where I've used my 
program time then to say, "Okay, so we've been doing this, and this is stuff 
that's good for everybody, now what is it that we need to ... This is how we 
take that information and this is what's going to be good about it for gifted 
kids." 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative), okay. 
 

Bonnie: Do the specialization from there. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Oh, okay, great. Great. What has been some of the 
outcomes of this model? 
 

Bonnie: What do you mean by outcomes? 
 

Interviewer: Just what are some of the different program outcomes that you see? It 
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doesn't necessarily have to be state testing scores or something. I guess it's, 
how do you know you're having success with your gifted education 
program? 
 

Bonnie: I judge success in a couple different ways. I look at, first of all, at numbers. 
Again, any of our ... We're a Smarter Balance state, so any of our Smarter 
Balanced. Of course it's a grade level test. Our students are going to be doing 
well. Then we look at how are the students growing within the school year, 
when we look at our performance tests of the students. Do the performance 
tests, we use a portfolio throughout, are we growing? Then we also use the 
above-level tests, until the district went to the STARR we used above-level 
Iowa achievement tests. We used two grade-levels out and looked at what 
would be an expected ... Were they making the expected growth? With the 
STARR Model, what their student growth metric takes students that are at 
the same academic level, but are also in the same grade level. 
 

 They will take my fourth grader who's scoring at 1041, which is better than 
seventh grade, seventh, eighth graders, and take all the fourth graders 
around the country that are also scoring, and compare where she is. Her 
gross compared with other kids that are starting at that same spot. It's at 
academic and age grade. Age and academic tiers. What I look at, is because 
we have a very robust intervention program. What’s happening is that I'm 
expecting that if we're not intervening and these kids were just doing what 
we are expecting them to do, they would be scoring at the 50th percentile 
compared with their academic and age peers, grade level peers. Because 
we're intervening, I'm expecting them to at least be at the 75th percentile. In 
Math, we're there. Reading, we're working on it. Reading, right now, I think 
we're in the 60's, upper 60's. We're still above ... We're still doing very well. 
 

Interviewer: Absolutely. 
 

Bonnie: I do look at that growth, because I do want the students to show ... I want to 
show that we're making a difference. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Okay. 
 

Bonnie: In that way. I also like to look at the fact of, it is, is that at the school system, 
we're ... I can't say that it's in our program, but I think as a school system, 
how are we supporting the students? We have students that are ranked 
nationally and internationally on Math teams. One of our high school 
students is on the Math Olympiad Gold Medal team. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, wow. 
 

Bonnie: It's that, how are we ... The whole system needs to be supporting that child. 
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I’m going to take credit because I was his elementary Math teacher, but it's 
not just one person, it's the whole system. You can't have a good program 
without a good district that's surrounding it. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. Great. 
 

Bonnie: You have the Intel Science Winners. We have the number of national merit 
scholars. Those types of things, but that can't be ... It's not because of the 
program. The program is only one part of the entire system. 
 

Interviewer: Right, no, that makes sense. Okay, great. Have you run into any challenges 
implementing this model of gifted education? 
 

Bonnie: Challenges. I always need more staffing. 
 

Interviewer: Yeah. 
 

Bonnie: I always wish I knew, because I really do need more staffing to help out with 
my kids, my highly gifted kindergartners and first graders. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: Right now, we're doing it in our prep periods. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. 
 

Bonnie: I'm going before school to work with teachers. We make it work because we 
care about the kids, but it would be so much ... Our fourth graders that's 
working, and the seventh grade level, I really need ... She doesn't have a 
cohort and she needs a cohort or somebody who actually, she can interact 
with at an intellectual level. When the classroom teacher has her and then 
everybody else who's working at a fifth grade level, those are the difficulties. 
It's trying to meet everyone's needs and trying to get time to interact with 
the students. 
 

 The other challenges that I face at the middle school level is because the 
middle school teachers are shared ... That they teach both the advanced 
level and the core classes, is that I may not necessarily see them for that 
once a month because they're torn. 
 

Interviewer: Right. 
 

Bonnie: They need to go and see this person, or they ... They want to be both places. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, so you have more collaboration time with them? 
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Bonnie: It's the collaboration time. Time is always this greatest challenge within any 

type of thing. 
 

Interviewer: Right. 
 

Bonnie: Again, the placements. I was talking with one of my teachers earlier, is the 
fact that we have a very robust program and we have students that want to 
be in the program and parents that want their children in the program, is a 
double-edged sword. We have the idea of that they like the label. "I want my 
child to be smart. I want my child to be in the highest class," which is great, 
because I'm glad that people are supportive and want us to be offering this, 
but not every child needs to be in an ALP level class right now. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 

Bonnie: The hardest part of my job is when I'm talking with a parent and it's very 
important to them that their child is in the up-class, because they perceive 
that that's going to be better for their child. The professional opinion and 
everything that we're seeing within the classroom from the child is that their 
needs are being very well met within the classroom. 
 

Interviewer: Right, right. 
 

Bonnie: Our classroom instruction is top-notch. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 

Bonnie: It's that double-edged sword is to ... Sometimes I feel our people put too 
much emphasis on the label. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Yeah, that makes sense. Okay, great. 
 

Bonnie: I wish we could have labeled this, "Education." If it's just about what the 
student needs at that point in time, there's really no need. We do a lot of ... 
I'm working on sending out letters of testing. Right now we test a lot of kids. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Okay, great. I know we're kind of going over time 
here, so I definitely want to be respectful of the time that you've given me 
today. Is there anything else that we haven't covered that you think would 
be helpful to include in our research? 
 

Bonnie: What are they hoping to get out of the research? If you're looking at best 
practices as far as grouping, but you asked me a lot about the curriculum 
and that type of thing. 
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Interviewer: Right. 

 
Bonnie: Our system works well here because of the mentality. Like I said, I moved 

from the mid-west, I would not ... I was in a farming community. This 
system, I couldn't put it there. I needed to use a different type of system 
there because it really needs to reflect the needs and the desires of the 
community. I guess what their ... At that point, when I was there, I wanted to 
bash mediocrity because everyone was average and they were happy being 
average. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative), okay. 
 

Bonnie: It was very few kids that wanted to stand up and be noticed and rise above, 
or even go to ... To even think about going to college. 
 

Interviewer: Right. The desire has to be there as well as the drive. 
 

Bonnie: That motivate and what it is that is ... What's important within that 
community and where it's going to work ... Our program is robust because 
we're a robust school system, not that there's not problems within our 
school system. Every school system has problems. 
 

Interviewer: Right, okay. 
 

Bonnie: There's no job that's always bickering and shiny, and wonderful all the time. 
 

Interviewer: Great, well - 
 

Bonnie: I can send you the copy of my report. 
 

Interviewer: Yes, that would be great. 
 

Bonnie: That I put together. I'm just finishing up the questions. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Bonnie: I'm on my last couple. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, yeah. That would be lovely. I know you have - 
 

Bonnie: Then we have the procedures handbook that I put together. It's just in all of 
our placement procedures. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Yeah, anything that you'd like to send over, that would be a big help. 
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Bonnie: I publish everything up on our website, too. 

 
Interviewer: Okay, that's great. 

 
Bonnie: I do. The parent communication piece, we do have ... You didn't talk about 

parental involvement. 
 

Interviewer: I did have a question about that, but we have been ... I think we're at 45 
minutes now. 
 

Bonnie: We have a PTA group that we have district level representation on the PTA 
council for ALP. I meet with them once a month, and then every building has 
a building rep, and each grade level has a grade level rep. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, that's a parent? 
 

Bonnie: That's the parent group. We have a parent group ... I have a parent advisory 
... I consider it a parent advisory group, so I meet with the leaders of the 
group once a month, and three times a year I meet with the larger group. 
Right before we got in front of the board, I met with the larger group and 
gave them a synopsis of what I was presenting in front of the board, and got 
their feedback on it. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, that's interesting. 
 

Bonnie: Before I went in front of the board and said, "Okay, so this is where we are, 
this is what we're doing." 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 

Bonnie: "You tell me what you think." 
 

Interviewer: Okay, so you got a lot of feedback then? 
 

Bonnie: Oh, yes, and it's a two-way street. "I'm needing this," not only of the 
advisory group, but then I meet with ... I was late getting on the phone 
because I was talking a parent about her child who is not a child that's in the 
program. I talked to somebody who's never been ... Who was tested at the 
very beginning of the school year, and just getting her feedback and getting 
what she was having to say, and then she wanted my advice on, "What do I 
do now? I have an advanced child, what do I do?" Then I meet with, 
throughout the placement process, I do the public meetings. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. That's wonderful. 
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Bonnie: The parents are very important. 

 
Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Okay. It seems like there's a lot of communication 

going on, which is nice. 
 

Bonnie: Constantly, yeah, constantly.  
 

Interviewer: Yeah. 
 

Bonnie: For every parent that comes in here, and they're angry or they're upset 
because their child didn't perform as well on the test as they expect them to, 
or they didn't get placed, it's remembering that ... They may not necessarily 
always be nice, because they get their Mommy-mad on. Mommy-mads are 
easier to handle than Daddy-mads. Listening to them and saying, "You know 
what?" Their only objective is convincing them and letting them know that 
we're on the same page 
 

 We want what's best for the child. As mad as they are, it's only because they 
want the best. The school system, the teachers, we all want the best for that 
child. We're really on the same page. We may have differing opinions about 
how to get there, but if we come in at that same ... If we start the 
conversation on the page as to, we're working towards the same goal, it 
changes the tenor. It makes it as to, "Okay, so this is information I have, this 
is information you have, this is the best practice that's there, that's out there 
for this situation. Now then, let's look at that and decide what's going to be 
best for right now." 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative), okay. Great.  
 

Bonnie: Know if your child is not in ALP in second grade, it will not mean that he will 
not get into MIT or Harvard. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, good. 
 

Bonnie: Those are the conversations that I have. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, wow, second grade. That's crazy. 
 

Bonnie: Mm-hmm (affirmative). One parent I talked with this year that was one of 
my kindergarten parents, we did not recommend a grade skip, and she 
thought that the child's life was over. The poor parent. The parent was 
devastated. 
 

Interviewer: Oh, gosh, I can only imagine. 
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Bonnie: It's the same thing as when you're working with parents of special ed kids, 

that they realize that they're child is not deemed what society calls normal. 
It's that they need to ... You need to help them through that process. If a 
parent really wants their child to be highly gifted, and you tell them, "No, 
they're quite normal," it's just as devastating for them. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative), oh, I can imagine. 
 

Bonnie: You just have to help them through. "Your child is bright. Not gifted, but 
bright." 
 

Interviewer: Right, right. 
 

Bonnie: "it's still a gift to you." 
 

Interviewer: Oh my gosh, absolutely. Well, yeah, I just want to thank you so much for 
talking to me, and all the details you brought into this conversation too. I 
know that it's going to be wonderful for our report. Thank you so much for 
that.  
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ROBIN SCHUMAKER – VIRGINIA BEACH CITY 
PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

 
Schumaker, Robin. K-12 Coordinator of Gifted Programs, Virginia Beach City Public 
Schools. Telephone interview, February 14, 2017. 

 

 
Interviewer: Okay great. So can you describe how gifted education is implemented at 

your district? 
 

Robin: Sure. We have a couple of different facets of our program. They're all 
designed and encompassed in our 2015-2020 five-year local plan for the 
education of the gifted, and any of the information that I may site or 
refer to in terms of the interview, I'm more than happy to direct you to 
that document, specifically page numbers and such. We have ... I'll talk 
about the resource cluster model first. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: So in the majority of our schools, with the exception of one, and I'll get 
to that one in just a moment, we are a resource cluster model. We 
cluster in grades 2 through 12. When we get into the elementary 
clusters, we group our kids with a designated cluster teacher. There is a 
full-time gifted resource teacher in every one of our elementary, 
middle, and high schools. That teacher, then is charged with working 
with the designated cluster teacher who is the primary custodian of our 
gifted students. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: The elementary level, we cluster in approximately groups of 6 to 8 airing 
on the side of higher numbers if possible. And then in the middle 
school, we do cluster teams that are both comprised of advanced 
courses and then also, some of the core courses, because we know not 
all gifted kids may necessarily be taking all of the advanced classes. And 
at the high school, we cluster similarly. At grades 10 and 11, it becomes 
a little more open ended so to speak, when you get to the high school, 
because we have to look to see where kids are falling out in groups in 
terms of the courses that they are taking. So again, that gifted resource 
teacher provides professional development work in the teaching 
situations, works in flexible grouping situations at the elementary, 
middle and high school. 
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 We do have one school. It is Old Donation School in Virginia Beach, that 

is comprised of all identified gifted kids, grades 2 through 8, and in that 
particular setting, all of the students in the classes are identified gifted 
for our intellectually gifted program. We also have in our midst, and are 
really fortunate to have gifted services in the arts. Particularly in the 
area of visual art, and gifted dance education. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: So that runs a little bit differently. If I'm ... Functioning in that program 
is grades 3 through 8. So for dance education students, it is a one day 
pull-out program. So students would go on their designated day and 
receive gifted dance instruction, that one day and participate in a 
variety of classes. Academic classes as well as the dance-based courses. 
The other piece is the gifted visual arts program, and we're really 
fortunate to have that as well. We know that a lot of districts are, where 
funding is cut, that the arts has a tendency to be one of the first on the 
chopping-block so to speak. So we're really proud of that. 
 

 The arts program works in a couple of ways. It again starts in grades ... It 
goes 3 through 8. If I'm at the elementary level and if I'm at one of the 
schools that's not Old Donation School, which is our full-time gifted 
school, then I would go one day a week, receive my art classes, similar 
in nature to the dance classes. 
 

 If I continue in that program, to the middle school level, beginning in 
grade 6, that program, the visual arts program is housed at Virginia 
Beach middle school, and its students would then have their gifted arts 
classes. In 6 and 7, they would have one full bell a day. Because those 
kids go in a little bit earlier. And then, for a zero bell, so to speak, in 
grades 6 and 7. And, then at grade 8, students still go in a little earlier. 
That becomes then, their homeschool. So it draws from all of the other 
elementary schools in our division. And those kids have art, twice a day, 
and certainly, we have extensions of different programs. 
 

 We have the Governor's School for the Arts, where at the high school 
level, students participate in their area of artistic giftedness. They go 
and take their core courses, for lack of a better term, the essential ones 
in their home schools and then they will go there. They board the buses 
around 12:30, go to Governor's School for the Arts and then are bused 
back to, ultimately at their home schools. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, and that's for the rest of the day, after 12:30? 
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Robin: That's correct, yes. Classes for our students are probably around the 1 
o'clock range. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great, so just stepping back a little bit, what would you say are 
the goals of your district's gifted education program? 
 

Robin: Okay. Me, to back up just a little bit, and to give you some perspective. 
Our goals for the gifted program are aligned with the vision and 
priorities of our Compass to 2020, which is our division's strategic plan. 
Within our five-year plan, and I can go into that particular document 
and send you this, so I don't have to iterate all of these, but there are ... 
We've got 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8. There's 8 specific programs. Did you want 
me to go through all 8 or just give you an example? 
 

Interviewer: I think if you can send the document over, then if you could just give an 
example, that would be helpful. 
 

Robin: One of the examples, would be a program goal, would be to provide 
continuous staff development for administrators, teachers, and other 
resource personnel. Another goal would be to improve on awareness 
and understanding of the gifted and talented program, amongst school 
personnel, parents and our community members. 
 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
 

Robin: We have another goal, and I eluded to this, it's to develop that long-
ranged division plan: Future Gifted and Talented Education. That's on 
pages 4 and 5 in our local plan and you would be able to see more of 
the specifics. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. 
 

Robin: Priorities for the 5 years, however are encompassed in that entire 
document. That's our report to the State of Virginia, that includes our 
work and all of our focused areas, the goals and activities to help us to 
realize those goals, from 2015 to 2020. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. That will be very helpful. Great, so how long has your 
district been using this model for gifted education? 
 

Robin: Okay. Now I have to go back and think for a minute. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: Probably in, I want to say 1990. No, it has to be earlier than that. Let me 
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think. I want to say 1998, but if you give me a little bit of time, I can do 
that fact checking and get you the exact year. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, that's fine. Great, and has the model changed since then? That 
you've seen? 
 

Robin: The model used to be a one day pull-out program, at the elementary 
level, in particular, and then we had one gifted elementary school and 
one gifted middle school. Those were two of our magnet schools at the 
time. But, then what we realized over a period of time, is that certainly 
our gifted kids are gifted seven days a week, 24/7, and not just that one 
day a week, where the gifted instruction would be taking place. At that 
time, it was Old Donation center and Penn’s Landing magnet school. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: And so, our model then moved from that one day pull-out model, if you 
will, to what we now have, in the resource cluster model. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, and that process was in the late 90's, you were saying? 
 

Robin: Yes and I've got to check that date for you, so please don't quote me on 
that. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, no problem at all. Great, and so has it changed since that switch-
over. Have you refined it over the years at all? 
 

Robin: We have, and the refinements comes every time we have our new five-
year plan. And so, what we do, for example when we built this plan that 
we're currently working in and we're in year 2 of that plan right now. It's 
built on the foundations and a continuation of the previous plan. So 
when we look at it, we just don't want it to be a repeat of the previous 
five-year plan. We really look. It takes about 18 months to build. It's a 
very systematic process, where we have a variety of different 
stakeholders. It's not just gifted staff, although the teams include 
human resource teachers, coordinators like myself, the executive 
director. We have building principals serving on that committee, central 
office folks, guidance counselors, parents, students, cluster classroom 
teachers, staff from Old Donation School. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: We serve on the five sub-committees. Each of the coordinators or 
instructional specialists chairing those sub-committees and then, it's an 
evolution of outlining what the national standards are, taking a look at 
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our division's strategic plan, looking at our current plan, and then, really 
asking ourselves the question of where we want to be in the next five 
years. What does professional development, since I mentioned that goal 
earlier. What does professional development look like in the next five 
years? Where do we want to be? And, then as I mentioned, the 
committee works towards designing activities that will help us to realize 
each of the goals. 
 

Interviewer: Right, okay. Great, and how many district staff members are involved 
with the gifted education? 
 

Robin: How many district staff members? 
 

Interviewer: Yes. 
 

Robin: Okay, that's a question, if you want specific number, I have to go back 
and take a look at that, but I'll give you an example of the folks that 
work immediately in our office and then, give you an example of how 
many gifted resource teachers, and approximately how many staff 
members at Old Donation School we have. 
 

 We have 56 elementary schools in our division, one of which is Old 
Donation School. We have 14 middle schools, 11 comprehensive high 
schools. And so, each one of those places, with the exception of, and I'll 
come back to Old Donation School in just a minute, has a full-time gifted 
resource teacher there. Some of the school may have a TEA position to 
support. For example, several of our title 1 schools also has a temporary 
employment contract agreement with folks who have formerly been 
gifted resource teachers, or educators in gifted education. So we do 
have some assistance where it's needed, and where budget will permit. 
 

 Let's see, in our immediate staff for the Office of Gifted Programs, we 
have our executive director, we have two gifted education coordinators, 
myself being one and my colleague Barbara Kennedy being the other. 
We have a gifted instructional specialist, her name's Dorine McCoy. 
She's full-time with us. We also have 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 gifted testing 
assessment specialists in our office. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: And they work to do all of the testing and they run our identification 
processes, here in Virginia Beach City public schools. 
 

 At Old Donation School, there are approximately 60 teachers on staff, 
and there is a building administrator that's Dr Kelly Hedrick, and then 
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there are two assistant principals, and then a number of other support 
staff. We also have our office associates too. We consider them an 
integral part of our team, as well. So, we're a pretty large division. We 
have just under, about 70,000 students. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Great, and in what department is gifted education housed under? 
 

Robin: We are in the department of Teaching and Learning. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, great. 
 

Robin: And we are the Office of Gifted Programs. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, "Gifted Programs", great, and I know you were discussing 
professional development as a goal, so what types of professional 
development initiatives are offered? 
 

Robin: Okay. I'm going to go ahead and, let me just ask a clarifying question, 
'cos I know on the email, one of the pieces that you required was, or 
were looking at, is discussing the integration across levels and schools, 
in terms of serving our students and then, strategies for grouping etc, 
etc. 
 

 If I could start a little bit at the beginning of talking about some of our 
different vehicles, for getting at those different forms of grouping, some 
of which we feel are definitely innovative. There's certainly things that 
we have not embarked on to the full extent in our division and are really 
excited about. Would that be helpful? 
 

Interviewer: Yes, absolutely. 
 

Robin: Okay. So one of the pieces that is included in our current five-year plan, 
is something we call "Collaborative Learning Culture Groups" but they 
are vertical. We started off in our previous plan, by having our gifted 
resource teachers work in interest-based groups, based on a survey, 
that we put together, that encompasses the work in our five-year plan. 
When we started that particular journey initiative, it was level-specific, 
and so we took the interest inventories, we grouped folks in groups of, 
somewhere between 2 and 4. We offered staff members an opportunity 
to work in an independent study situation, if that was going to work 
best for them. But, ultimately, each group chose a topic, based on 
interested that pertained to the work that directly, on our five-year 
plan. 
 

 And so, as we worked in that model ... So elementary would meet for 
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their Collaborative Learning Culture Group meetings as a part of their 
professional development. It's not all of their professional development, 
but it is a more autonomous one, that's a part of our program. So, they 
would work on those projects and ultimately, conduct a research, delve 
into books and other resources. We would connect them with experts, 
or others in the field of gifted education, if we had that kind of a 
contact. We sometimes had guidance personnel, meeting if the group 
happened to embark on a topic relating to social and emotional aspects, 
because that's an important partnership. 
 

 And, so we did that for a number of years and then, in our new plans, 
the plan that we're currently in, we said "okay, we want to keep 
moving, we want to keep fresh, we want to keep the momentum going 
and continue to grow, as a program." So we determined that would be 
best, in an effort to provide vertical alignment and good, solid 
transitions between levels, is we instituted the vertical Collaborative 
Learning Culture Groups. That was established based on feeder patterns 
of schools, and so, we looked to see where certain elementary schools 
were feeding into certain middle schools, and then ultimately, some 
different high schools as well. 
 

 So, the format is similar in nature, only there was a new beginning, so to 
speak. A fresh outlook on it, so that we could ensure a seamless 
continuum of services to Virginia Beach City public school students, so 
that we were looking at topics like equity. We were looking at social and 
emotional needs of gifted kids. Mentorship, anything like that. We 
started to take a hard look at "what does that look like in our 
mentoree?" And then, "how does it change, or evolve with the 
complexion of it in middle school and then also high school?" 
 

 So, to give you an example of ... Each group will construct its own 
inquiry questions to our five-year plan. As an example, one of our 
groups this year, talking about staff development and parental 
involvement, which is a key piece in our five-year plan. Their inquiry 
question is, and I can send you this as well, you could see all the groups' 
questions. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: So "how can we increase parent/guardian participation and 
involvement to assist families with fulfilling their essential role in 
supporting the unique social and emotional and cognitive needs of their 
gifted children, across the K-12 experience here in Virginia Beach?" 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
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Robin: This particular group has 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 group members, and so they are 

delving into that topic, and ultimately will present their findings and 
produce a product, of sort. And the product can be the research too. It 
doesn't necessarily have to be a tangible product. Although, a good 
number of our groups have produced, really amazing pieces that can 
benefit our gifted community at large. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: How that trickles down, is we're aligned with, as I mentioned, our 
division's strategic plan, so one of our goals in our Compass to 2020, 
division-wide, is under our Goal 3 is, and I can send you this also, and 
it's available to the public, just general speaking. But our Goal 3 division-
wide, on social and emotional development, since I'd mentioned that in 
the group's question, is that all students will benefit from an 
educational experience, that fosters their social and emotional 
development. 
 

 And so, we are there to align ourselves with the strategic plan, and look 
to see new and innovative ways to involve parents, explore the social 
and emotional aspects of gifted kids, so that we can differentiate 
curriculum and instruction, appropriately, so that we can purchase 
resources. Both professional resources and classroom resources, that 
will help us to attend to that goal, so that we can push the envelope and 
see where we can really go in a true partnership, with parents. 
 

 And so, you can see from division level aspects, how that collaborative 
learning culture, as a vehicle helps us to embrace and do the work that's 
outlined in our five-year plan. 
 

Interviewer: Right, right. Okay. 
 

Robin: It sort of goes along like that. A tangible piece of a product out of that, 
will be that we're really exciting about this venture, our executive 
director has agreed to send a team of folks, that include gifted resource 
teachers, parents, guidance counselors, staff from special education and 
there's a principal that's also going with us from one of our Title 1 
schools to the SENG Conference, that's coming up in Chicago in August, 
which is Supporting the Emotional Needs of the Gifted. 
 

 Because, that is a huge tenant, the social and emotional component of 
gifted kids, our five-year plan, it's very significant. This year, our 
professional development has really been paramount with regards to 
that topic. And so, to get back to what our executive has outlined for us, 
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that team will go to the conference. The team of parents also happens 
to be staff members. That's how we're able to send them, budget-wise. 
But they're parents of gifted kids, and so their gifted students may be at 
the elementary level in the intellectually gifted program. They may be 
participating in the gifted dance education program, or the gifted visual 
arts program. We work so closely with our guidance folks, and twice 
exceptionality. Without gifted kids, it's also a huge focus and so, we are 
taking on a community approach to this. 
 

 And so, the idea behind it is, coming up in November, the first weekend 
in November, we're planning to hold a parent conference. This is our 
second one. This one will be a half day. Our date is tentatively slated for 
Saturday November 4th. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: And, it will be, the focus on the social and emotional aspect of gifted 
kids. In that session, there'll be a book-talk, probably we're thinking 
about using the book "Quiet" by Susan Cain. Or, there's another book, 
and the name of the author escapes me but it's about a highly sensitive 
child. 
 

 So, in staff development, in professional development this year, we 
purchased both of those books for our gifted resource teachers, and 
staff at Old Donation School. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: Our gifted resource teachers read the book. They had a choice, that it 
was some interim-based opportunities there. They read the book of 
their choosing, and then we formed book-talk discussion groups, which 
were co-facilitated by a gifted resource teacher, who was highly 
interested in the topic, and had levels of expertise, quite honestly, in 
the topic. 
 

 The cluster teachers may have been those, as I mentioned before, the 
primary custodians of some of the gifted kids. Some of them are also 
parents, and so, it was very, very successful. That was one of our 
meetings. We have a three-hour meeting monthly, and some of those 
meetings are level-specific. So elementary would meet at designated 
times, and then our secondary would meet at designated times. This 
was one of our times where we brought all groups together, so even the 
book-talk discussion groups were vertical. 
 

 This particular piece, because we are very much in belief of providing as 
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much autonomous leadership experience as we can, so the gifted 
resource teachers that led this in conjunction with cluster teachers and, 
or parents designed the sessions, established the goals, formed the 
groups, worked on the discussion questions, talked about how they 
were going to facilitate it. They worked on how we were going to do the 
debrief and the survey, from our folks at the end to determine, to the 
extent in which this was helpful, in allowing them to develop their 
professional knowledge, but enhance their work with parents and 
students. 
 

 So, we're going to replicate that in November, after our team attends 
the SENG Conference. But there'll also be breakout sessions, and so 
we'll meet as a team, probably in the Spring, to determine focus areas, 
based on the offerings at the SENG Conference, come back, design 
sessions, so the gifted resource teachers are all members of the team, 
including some school counselors, principals, all the folks I had 
mentioned earlier, will design sessions and facilitate breakout sessions 
for parents. 
 

 We wanted to move from the situation, where the school or the district 
is always the disseminators of the information and parents are the 
recipients, to really including them as collaborators and partners in 
advocacy and education. And so, bringing them in, in this aspect, where 
those folks are going to facilitate, makes it, I think a little more 
meaningful, because now you're not going to just have staff-parents 
discussions, but it's really parent to parent discussions. 
 

Interviewer: Right, right. 
 

Robin: Also, an opportunity for parents to network with one another, which is 
always a challenge, with busy schedules. 
 

 We're really, very excited about this opportunity. Also included, 
because we don't want to leave students out, is in the SENG model, 
they also include student sessions as well, so that when parents go to 
the SENG Conference, they can come with their children, and the 
children can participate in activities, while the parents are out there, 
learning as well. So that's another facet that we want to replicate here, 
locally in Virginia Beach. 
 

 And so, we're planning on pulling in some gifted kids, into the mix of 
that, also with some adults from our teams. Parents will pre-register, 
parents will get a copy of a book to keep. So they will have one of those 
books that I mentioned earlier, as a part of their own library and parent 
resource. So, we're also, even though it's still in the design process, 
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thinking about how we can incorporate a gifted students panel, so that 
we can do pulse check ourselves. How are we doing in this regard? With 
assistance in meeting your social and emotional needs, both through 
academic aspects and also, just the social and emotional component, 
opportunities for leadership etc, and have kids give their perspective 
and talk to us about what it is that we can do, because we can always 
do better. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, okay great. 
 

Robin: That's a mouthful, I know. 
 

Interviewer: No, it's good. I really appreciate all the details. Okay, great, so have you 
run into any challenges implementing your current model of gifted 
education, or do you foresee any time to replicate what this conference 
is going to be like? 
 

Robin: We had a little bit of a test run, last summer. The feedback that we got 
from parents, was overwhelmingly "we need more of this." I think the 
challenge maybe moving into the conference is, a lot of logistical, 
organizational things. A really strong team, a gifted program staff team. 
We had very supportive building administrators in our district, so 
getting a facility and having space is typically not an obstacle for us. The 
pitfalls we experienced last time, I guess would be a little bit, in terms of 
the technology. Just making sure ... Technology can be a blessing but it 
can also be a curse at times. 
 

Interviewer: Right. 
 

Robin: Just making sure, I think that's the one lesson we've learned the last 
time, is that we need to make sure that we have proper tech support. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: And we did, we just didn't have enough of them, because it was in the 
summer. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, so the logistics of it then. 
 

Robin: Yeah, I think maybe the logistics, and then ... I think that would be, just 
the key pieces, just to keep really tight on the organization. We have a 
wonderful communications office here in Virginia Beach, for the public 
schools. So we were able to communicate through multiple forums. And 
so, another piece that we didn't use the last time, that we are going to 
try to include this time, is we have our own VBTV, Virginia Beach 
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Television. They will come out and do some taping, to help us with 
promotions and so forth, and then to highlight the good work that we 
did, afterwards. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: And then just, we did this also ... So I can't say it's as much as an 
obstacle, as it is just managing and reserving time for analyzing the 
survey results at the end, and then figuring out what are next steps are. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay, great. I think we've hit most of the questions I had for you. I 
did want to circle back on one topic. You mentioned that you have five 
gifted testing assessment specialists. 
 

Robin: Yeah. 
 

Interviewer: So, I wanted to go into how are students chosen for the different 
groupings, or for the pull-out model that you were saying earlier. 
 

Robin: Okay, so we identify in three areas, so to speak, in Virginia Beach. The 
general intellectual program, which is not domain-specific - 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: We identify for the gifted visual arts programs, and we identify for the 
gifted dance education program. Those pieces fall under my executive 
director, Dr Gatling. We have a chairperson of the gifted testing office. 
Her name is Dr Adrene Bunch, and I will give you as much information 
as I can, but oftentimes, we defer to her level of expertise. 
 

 In a nut shell, what we do is, our assessment specialist will go out to the 
schools during designated times, and there's a calendar that derived the 
previous school year. And so, what we do is establish testing dates for 
all of our schools, and application deadlines and so on and so forth. For 
the general intellectual programs, it's a comprehensive approach, so we 
use some test scores. We use the CogAT. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: And we also use the Naglieri Nonverbal Ability's test, the current 
version. The assessment specialist will go out, and they will gather that 
qualitative data. We also will gather information from parents and 
classroom teachers, look at grades. We look at, and in the information 
that we gathered from both parents and teachers, there's a checklist in 
different categories, such as "my child is an analytical thinker." So, there 
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are four other categories, in that mix. But there's also opportunities for 
narrative comments. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: So, if we really look at it comprehensively, because what we know is 
that the testing data gives us some information, but it doesn't give us all 
of it. For example, it doesn't tell us, to what extent students are creative 
thinkers. We have to look for other forms of data that's going to give us 
that information. 
 

 Just this year, and we are really proud of this as well, we have moved 
from a paper, pencil application to an online application. And so, the 
entire process, then is done digitally, and then we have provided 
support. So, parents will go in, they can generate the referral, the 
testing data may generate the referral, but that application then, is 
generated and then it goes through the proper channels. The gifted 
resource teacher, sort of manages it, through a dashboard, so they can 
tell at any given moment, where the application is, in terms of process. 
 

 If it goes to, let's say, one of the cluster teachers, who are the primary 
custodians of the students, or at the high school level, the gifted 
resource teacher can designate a teacher, since the student has 
multiple teachers at that level, as the source of completion. Sometimes 
the teachers will meet in teams, if there's more than one teacher, and 
they will create the form together, and then respond to the question 
and then respond to the narrative. 
 

 So the gifted resource teacher manages that, they're the liaison 
between our gifted testing office and the schools and the parents. It's a 
new initiative for us, this year. We're really excited about it. We are 
getting feedback from our building principals and the gifted resource 
teachers as we move through the process. We have wonderful support 
here, in terms of our office associates, who are just instrumental in 
helping us to work through this particular process. But when we go to 
the identification and placement committee, we used to have one of 
the gifted assessment specialists facilitating that and reading all of the 
data and information to us, and then us, looking at hard copies of the 
information. Now, it's all on electronic forms. 
 

 So it really has cut the time, at least in half, if not more, of our 
identification and placement committee meetings. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay, that makes sense. 
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Robin: Yeah, and I can ... I guess that I just have given you a little bit of a 
picture of that aspect, but if you had any further questions, Dr Ardene 
Bunch, who is our gifted testing chairperson, would be the better 
person to get additional details and clarification on that. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: It's a similar process also, for the gifted dance education and the gifted 
visual arts. So, we're all online referrals, excuse me, online applications 
at this point. We changed our language as well. They're all referred to as 
applications. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. Okay, great. That's definitely good to know. Great, so we are 
definitely a bit over our time today. So, I just wanted to ask, is there 
anything else that we haven't covered that you think would be helpful 
to include in our research? 
 

Robin: I don't know. Like I said, I can send you some of the supporting 
documentation that we talked about, so that if you were to go back and 
refer to something, you would have the language outlined and our plan, 
in terms of what we do. We do pride ourselves, also on the professional 
development aspect of what we do. Nothing we do is a drive-by. There's 
always a next level, and a next set of steps for us, in each part of the 
process. We're fortunate in our division, that budgets have allowed us 
to, not only continue to develop expertise in our own community, but 
we've been able to draw from a number of experts in the field. 
 

 For example, we had the topic of equity, and that component of our 
five-year plan is huge and a critical piece, not only division-wide, but in 
our local plan as well. So this fall, we were fortunate in October to get, 
Dr Yvette Jackson, from Columbia to come in and work with us on the 
pedagogy of confidence. That allows us to do work with our students 
that capitalize on students' strengths, students' voice, is a huge 
component for us division-wide and also to our specific work and gives 
it edge. As a result of that, folks are tasked with, going back in schools 
and then implementing some of the aspects that the work, for example, 
Dr Yvette Jackson's High Operational Practices, which talk about, that 
identifying and activating students' strengths as well as amplifying 
students' voice, our teachers are going back, they are working on those 
aspects in the classrooms, with teachers, providing professional 
development. 
 

 As a group of teachers, this year, we also do as a part of our staff 
development master classes in March that are designed by our gifted 
resource teachers, who are really passionate about topics in particular, 
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and they co-teach those with some designated cluster teachers. Those 
folks are handpicked by our office, by Dr Gatling and her staff. So we 
have those coming up in March too, so I'm really proud of the 
professional development that we do too ... The outreach to parents, to 
develop the capacity and skills of our gifted resource teachers in the 
school, who work with our building administrators and to support them, 
my colleagues and I will go out into the various buildings. We offer a 
number of things that we can come out and work with them and their 
teachers on. Sometimes, it's by request, so it really has allowed us to, I 
think, move forward in Gifted Ed, so that we're not just consumers of 
information, but we're producers of knowledge. That's how we like to 
think of ourselves, as active contributors to the field of gifted education. 
 

Interviewer: Okay, yeah, that's wonderful, great. Those are, actually all the questions 
I have and I definitely want to be respectful of your time, so thank you 
so much for all the details and all the information that you shared 
today. 
 

Robin: I'll send you a couple of the things that we talked about, including our 
division's strategic goals. There's a short version of the document that I 
can probably send you in a PDF form. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. 
 

Robin: And then, I can do PDF of our five-year plan and just some of the other 
smaller components, that we talked about. I'll also send you, if it will be 
helpful to you, since we talked so much above professional 
development, from our principal's memo that goes out every August, 
that outlines the dates, topics, and locations of everything, really that I 
talked about today, with regard to PD. 
 

Interviewer: Okay. No, that would be great. Thank you so much for all of that. It's 
very helpful. 
 

Robin: You're welcome. 
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