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Abstract

This paper describes the Chapter 2-Carnegie Middle Scuiool Pr ;ject, « thr - vear
project designed to develop educational programming that will enable educators to , .'vide
appropriate services to advanced and gifted learners within the restructured middle sc.:00l
environment. In year one, twelve academic team members representing grades six
thorough nine from four pilot schools that reflect the regional and demographic diversity of
Texas received intensive professional development in three domains essential to serving the
advanced leamner in the restructured middle school: development of thematic,
interdisciplinary curriculum; advanced instructional strategies; and student assessment for
instructional services. In year two, the acadeniic team members implemented their
thematic, interdisciplinary curriculum and served as resource persons to other faculty at
their respective campuses.

The researcher and two consultants conducted classroom teaching observations in
January 1994, October 1994, and February 1995. During those visits, the researcher and
consultants collected data on seven variables: teacher involvement, teacher self-perception
of professional growth, academic challenge. curricular decisions, instruction, classroom
environment, and classroom management. Qualitative analysis of data from the October
1994 campus visits occurred in two stages, following analytic procedures summarized by
Marshall and Rossman (1995).

Findings showed that teachers who were most successful in implementing thematic,
interdisciplinary curriculum through advanced instructional models were those who
expressed enthusiasm for their discipline and/or excitement in leaming new teaching skills.
There was little evidence of instructional differentiation in depth, complexity, novelty, or
acceleration for advanced and gifted learners. Students showed understanding of their
curricular themes and generalizations, and teachers demonstrated proficiency in student-

centered instructional models.
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Serving the Advanced Middle School Leamner in the Heterogeneous Classroom

Introduction and Background

Middle schoo! educators face a challenge to implement educational programs that
serve the gifted learner and honor the middle school philosophy. Carnegie's Turning
Points document recommends restructuring middle schools to focus on the characteristics
of adolescents and to provide supportive environments thzt assure the success of every
student. The National Middle School Association endorses middle school curriculum that
is based on the needs and characteristics of young adclescents, and it proposes that
instruction be provided in a variety of organizational arrangements (NMSA, 1982). Ability
grouping. in particular, is targeted as a detrimental praciice that is incompatible with the
middle school philosophy. Instead, middle sr.{nool reformers suggest strategies for
achieving a supportive academic environment that includes heterogeneous grouping,
academic teaming, flexible scheduling, and expansion of opportunities for learning.

Gifted educators advocate instruction that challenges students to perform at
individual levels of excellence. Tomlinson (1994) suggests that gifted learners work with
complex and abstract content, high level thinking strategies, and preparation of professional
quality products. Van Tassel-Baska. et al. (1988) propose curriculum and instruction for
the gifted that integrate three dimensions: content mastery that permits students to progress
through the curriculum at their own pace; encouragemer:t of in-depth. independent learning
through a process/ product/ research emphasis: and exploration of issues. themes, and
concepts across curricular areas.

Erb (1992) contends that middle school and gifted education advocates share key
points of convergence in their philosophies. Both camps adhere to the notions that learming
i complex, that l=arners have diverse needs and interests, that learning is best facilitated by

teacher teams, that learning is a problem-solving activity, tha: unique products and
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performances are authentic outputs of learning, and that the learning environment is
dynamic He adds '.* middle school and gifted education proponents share concerr.s for
the affective as well »5 'atellectual development of learners. In fact, Erb suggests the
reason a rift exists berw cen middle school and gifted educators in spite of their conceptual
agreements is that many middle schools do not actually deliver the kinds of curriculurn and
instruction that meet the needs of diverse leamners. Unfortunately, in some heterogencous
classroom settings like those advocated by middle schoo! reformers, gifted students are
expected to be teachers in cooperative learning groups that work with curriculum at or
below grade level. This type of situation has repeatedly been found detrimental to giftad
students’ affective and academic development (Elleit, 1993; Nelson, Gallagher, und
Coleman, 1993; Tomlinson, 1994).

There is a clear need for innovative efforts to link gifted education and general
education within the middle school me-del. In fact, Van Tassel-Baska (1994 ) suggests that
curricuium reform efforts, which are a part of general education, emphasize practices that
have been promoted by educators of the gifted for a long time. These include reorgan:zing
curriculum content according to essential elements to facilitate continuous progress, using
ongoing assessment to reduce repetition of learned materials, providing active learning
opportunities through the emphasis of probiem solving and critical thinking strategies, and
incorporating interdisciplinarity in curriculum development. Similarly, Gallagher (1991)
noted several goals shared by middle school reformers and educators of the gifted, and he
suggested collaboration between the two groups could produce better educational
programming for all students.

The Chapter 2-Carnegie Middle School Project is designed to provide the needed
link between gifted education and the middle schocl model. This three-year project aims to
train teachers in the development and implementation of advanced educational programming
that is appropriately challenging for all students, including advanced and gifted learners

within the restructured middle school environment.




Middle School Leamner
5

Moneys from t'ic Camnegie Middle Grade School State Policy Initiative charge the
project to facilitate the implcirentatior i the eight recommendations of the Turning Points
document and to target efforts on schoc'~ :rving educationally disadvantaged youth.
More specifically, the intent of the Carneg.e grant is to provide resources *o promote reform
in curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Federal Chapter 2 moneys direct the project to
provide in-depth training on the development of thematic interdisciplinary curriculum and
on instructional strategies that meet the needs of all middle school students, including
advanced and gifted learners. Through its duality of sponsorship and direction. the
Chapter 2-Camnegie Middle School project holds the potential to inform practice in an area
of great need: the provision of appropriate instructional services for advanced and gifted
learners within the restructured middle school.

Purpose

The objective of this investigation was to determine the extent to which trained
teachers in heterogeneously grouped middle school classrooms could effectively implement
advanced instractional components such as the following: advanced instructional models,
including the advance organizer and group investigation; teacher-designed thematic,
interdisciplinary curriculum: ongoing assessment for appropriate instructional services:
flexible grouping ‘or instruction; critical thinking and problem solving: inductive and
deductive reasoning; and sophisticated discussion techniques. In other words, can
instructional techniques and curricula that have traditionally been reserved for gifted
studerts be effectively implemented in a heterogeneous middle school environment by
teachers who are tra:ned in these techniques and curriculum development, and who have
extensive on-going professional support?

Method
Sample
During vear o1e of the project, twelve academic team members representing grades

siv through nine from each of four pilot schools were invited to participate in the Chapter 2-
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Carnegie Middle School Project. Each of .he four schools was selected because of its
strong campus leadership, its demonstrated coruritment '« 1riddle school reform, its
coliaborative relationship with the education service center ¢ -+ 'acts in gifted education and
middle school education, its student diversity, and its regional location. Through
purposive selection of the school sample, project planners sought to achieve representation
of the state’s student diversity and geographic regions. As a result, the project schools
include campuses that are predominantly Latino, predominantly African American, rural,
inner-city, low socio-economic, and middle-class.

In a state as large as Texas, regional representation is a significant variable in
echieving generalizability of findings. Therefore. purposive selection ensured that the
original four project campuses represented the north, east, west, and central regions of the
state. At the end of the first year, a fifth campus, representing the southern reg’ >n was

added to the project.

Procedure
Protessional development. During year one of the project, academic team members

from the four original pilot schou Is received intensive professional development in three
domains essential to serving the gifted learner in the restructured middle school: the
development of thematic interdisciplinary curriculum, appropriate instructional and
group:ng strategies, and continuous assessment for instructional services.

Project participants received professional development from three sources. One
source was the project consultant who provided instruction on the components of advanced
learning experiences and the integration of those components into thematic interdisciplinary
curriculum. The project consultant guided team members at the training sessions through
hands-on experiences in developing curricula and instructional materials. At the close of
each session, team members received a curricula-related assignment to complete and submit
to the consultant for her evaluation and sub:.-juent feedback to the team members pricrto

the next training session.




Middle School Learner
7

A second source of professional development was the regional education service
center (ESC) contacts who assisted their respective campus’ acadeutic te+m« . i
developing curricula. The ESC contacts attended the training sessions along w *:*- ;heir
assigned academic teams and then followed up with supplemental training and support so
that team members could successfully complete their assignments within the prescribed
time frame. Because the academic team members vary in their professional experience and
expertise, the support of the ESC contacts in providing on-going professional development
after the intensive training sessions was a critical element in the progress of the project.

The third source of professional development was provided by the Middle School
Mentor Network, a project sponsored by the Middle School Education Division. The
Middle School Mentor Network offers top-quality opportunities for free professional
development throughout the academic year and summer to its member schools. Included in
the Network programs are the Middle School Academy and the Middle School Advanced
Academy, which provide training in a broad array of topics supportive of campuses that
wish to implement advanced leaming opportunities schoolwide.

Implementations, Ir. year two, the academic team members implemented their

thematic, interdisciplinary curriculum and served as resource persons to other faculty at

their respective campuses.

Data Collection and Analysis, The researcher and two consultants conducted
classroom teaching observations in January 1994, October 1994, and February 1995,
During those visits, the researcher and consultants collected data in seven categories to
assess the impiementation process: teacher involvement, teacher self-perception of
professional growth, academuc challenge, curricular decisions. instruction. classroom
environment, and classroom management. Data collection included field notes taken during
classroom observations; unstructured interviews with education service center consultants,
campus leaders, teachers, and stud: nts; the new thematic, interdisciplinary curricula, and a

teacher self-assessment instrument. At the conclusion of each campus visit, the researcher
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and consultants collaboratively reviewed the field notes, teacher self-perception

instruments, and curricula to cross check perceptions for their truthfulness (Lincoln und

(juba, 1985). Qualitative analysis of data from the October 1994 campus visits occurred in

iwo stages, following analytic procedures summarized by Marshall and Rossman (1995).
Results

Although the project has only recently completed its second year, much has already
been learned about the challenges of training faculty who can successfully implement
advanced educational programming for all students, including advanced and gifted learners
in the restructured middle school. Findings showed that teachers who were most
successful in implementing thematic, interdisciplinary curriculum through advanced
instructional models were those who expressed enthusiasm for their discipline and/or
excitement in learning new teaching skills. Most of the teachers demonstrated proficiency
in their newly-acquired, student-centered instructional models.

There was little evidence in the teachers’ instruction of differentiation in depth,
complexity, novelty, or acceleration for advanced and gifted learners. In fact, teachers
generally underestimated their students’ readiness for more sophisticated instructional
experiences. They described their students as less motivated and more teacher-dependent
than the observations ot the students indicated. Nonetheless, students showed
understanding of their curricular themes and generalizations, and they expressed
enthusiasm for their classes.

Classroom management was excellent. Most classrooms evidenced intrinsic. rather
than extrinsic behavior management. Teachers noted that student behavior and interest had
improved, and they attributed this improvement to the new curriculum and instructional
strate gies.

There was clear evidence that the general level of instruction was improved in the
project teachers’ classrooms, even though differentiation of instruction for advanced

learners was not obvious.
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Conclusions

Effectin: «al change in curriculum and instruction in the heterogeneous middle
school classroon: :- 1 gradual process. Certainly, changes in curriculum content and
organization are mc.e readily accepted and implemented by teachers than are modifications
in traditional, teacher-dominant and whole class instructional methods. Generally, teachers
who were most successful in implementing thematic, interdisciplinary curriculum through
advanced instructional models exhibited the following characteristics: enthusiasm for their
discipline, excitement for learning new teaching skills, and conceptual understanding of the
advanced instructional models. Additionally, teachers who evidenced the greatest
proficiency in implementation of thematic, interdisciplinary curricula were those who had
the benefit of a broad base of on-going support of their professional development. This
broad base included support from school district consultants as well as the campus Jeader,
and the education service center consultant. Without question, level of commitment to the
project’s curricular and instructional goals by the teacher, the campus leader, and the
technical support consultant proved to facilitate or limit the level of implementation that was
evidenced by individual teachers as well as by the campuses.

In spite of intensive training for teachers in instructional differentiation strategies for
advanced learners (depth, complexity, novelty, and acceleration), there was little evidence
of the adoption of these techniques. Furthermote, evidence of the teachers’
underestimation of their students' readiness for more sophisticated learning experiences
suggests that altering teachers’ instructional practices must first involve raising teachers'

expectations of their students.
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