Gifted and talented English Lunguage Learners

. are unique and challenging students, Like all
gifted and talented students, they are curious,
creative, observant, and sensitive. All gifted and
talented students are the best and brightest of
any community in which they live, whether in
Towa ot abtoad. They are membets of our
community and future leaders of their
generation.

In order to have a respectful dialogue about
gifted and talented English Language Learners,
it’s essential to define the basic terms we will be
using in this document. The topic of gifted/
talented students, and in particular, gifted/
talented English Language Learners has few
universally accepted definitions.

This section provides a starting point, as we
narrow the scope of our ideas about the
following Limited English Proficient (LEP)
terms:

» ELL (also Limited English Proficient)

student

s Gifted/talented student

s Gifted/talented ELL

+  ELL program options
English Language Learners

Who is an English Language Learner? The
short answer, according to the U.S,
Department of Education is that any student
whose home language is not English and
whose English language proficiency is
considered limited. The Bilugral Education
Act defines an English Language Learner or
Limited English Proficient student as fitting
any of the following criteria:
» Not born in the United States and
whose heritage language is not English;
+  Of American Indian or Alaskan
heritage and who comes from an

environment where the dominant language
is not English;

+ A migratoty person whose heritage langunage is
not English; ok

* A person who has difficulty speaking, reading, -
writing, of understanding English, which denies
him/her the opportunity to learn effectively in
classes where instruction is in Hnglish,

The Council of Chief State School Officets

(CCSSO)-leaders from each state department of
education-defines an ELL as having “a language

background other than English, and their
proficiency in English is such that the probability
of the students’ academic success in an English-
only classroom is below that of an academically

successful peer with an English background.” In

other words, by definition, an ELL or LEP student
is academically challenged because they are not yet
able to understand, ‘speak, read, and/or write
fluently in English.

Closer to home, the Code of Iowa defines fully
English proficient as a student who is able to use
English to ask questions, to understand teachets and
reading materials, to test ideas, and to challenge what
a teacher is asking in the classroom (see CD). The
four language skills contributing to proficiency
include teading, listening, writing, and speaking,




The Path to Proficiency

For a student to move from little ot no
understanding of English to being fully capable of

. mmacademic success is a long journey, usually taking

_from four to 10 years. As-we fhink about

identifying gifted/talented students among out
English Language Learner population, we need to
keep in mind Cummin’s two stages of language
acquisition used by the lowa Department of
Education. (See Resources in back.)

The first stage is Basic Interpersonal
Communication Skills (BICS), Students at this
level ate using conversational English for “basic
survival,” This stage takes from one to three yeats
to master.’

The second stage, Cognitive Academic Language -
Proficiency (CALP), is highly significant to
educatots; this is the stage of language proficiency
at which a student can fully achieve academic
success. This stage takes an additional three to
seven veats to master, As with any skill, the time
needed to achieve proficiency varies according to
factors such as the student’s background and
expetiences; age; first-language proficiency; and
how much support the family, school, and
community provide.

Gifted and Talented Defined

Towa and other states have developed definitions
of giftedness based on the work of several
researchers whose findings identified the
characteristics of Gifted/Talented students.

Critically important to Iowa educators is the
definition stated in the Code of fowa (see CD-
ROM). Towa Code states that gifted and talented
students are “those identified as possessing
outstanding abilities who are capable of high -
petformance and require appropriate instruction
and educational services commensurate with their
abilities and needs beyond those provided by the
reqular school program. Gifted and talented
children inchade those children with demonstrated
achievement or potential ability” The Iowa
Code specifies that stadents with gifts and talents
will demonstrate achievement or potential ability,
ot both, in any of the following areas or in
combination:

10

»  General intellectual ability

+  Creative thinking

*  Leadetship ability .
»  Visual and petforming arts ability

+  Specific ability aptitude '

Attributes of Giftedness

Fortunately, many scholars and educatots now
recognize that not all students will display their gifts
through academic achievement and assessments.

For example, a 1995 review of the literature yielded
10 central attributes of the concept of giftedness.




* Motivation to learn

* BEffective communicatiori skills

¢ Intense and sometimes unusual interests
* Effective problem-solving strategies

* Creativity and/ ot imagination

*» Expansive memory

* Inquisitive

* High level of insight

* Logical approach to reasoning

.+ Ability to understand humor

Tor each of these attributes of giftedness, students
manifested a vatiety of behaviors. Equally impot-
tant, these behaviots wete noted to be influenced by
the student’s cultural and environmental back-
grounds.

Disagreement over Definitions

To successfully identify an English Language
Learnet for gifted programming, let’s first define
“giftedness.” What does it look like? How does
the term apply to a student who is struggling to
understand and speak the language we generally
use to measure it? There are numerous and
often nebulous definitions of what constitutes
giftedness within our own society. So how do
we determine what giftedness means for English
Language Learners from another culture?

Research provides excellent resources for

looking at giftedness and the factors involved

in defining it. To investigate further, see

references in bibliography. Howevet,

scholars find it hatd to agree on what the temﬁ
“giftedness” means.

To date, thete is no one theory or definition of
“gifted and talented” Some scholars say that
giftedness is a psychological construct or mental
state that can’t be measured, Others argue that
what giftedness is, isn’t as important as how it
manifests; in other words, the important thing is
that we can measure the behaviogs that result
from it.
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Open Eyes and Open Minds

Various lists provide samples of gifted
characteristics described in literature. Most of these
lists include concepts such as inquisitiveness,
motivation, cutiosity, memory, inquiry, imagination,
insight, reasoning, problem-solving, '
commuinication, humot, creativity, and
identifation of hobbies and project interests.

What educators must remember is that concepts
such as these can look very different in individual
students. Curious children do not necessarily
show us that they are inquisitive, and they may
not appeat to be motivated. A student who has’
remarkable ability in all academic ateas may not
successfully complete advanced-level work., We
have to be open to the possibility that we may
be overlooking talented students who don’t seem
to “fit the mold” because they do not
demonstrate stereotypical behaviors of native
English speaking students.

The Gifted/Talented English

Language Learners
Although researchers agree that educators need to

know the characteristics of a gifted English
Language Learner, there is disagreement—and
little research—about these characteristics.
Research has described gifted English Language
Learners as having varying degrees of the
following characteristics:
* acquires a second language rapidly ,
*  shows high ability in mathematics,
+ displays a mature sense of diverse cultutes
and languages,
« code switches easily (think in both
langunages),
+  demonstrations an advanced awareness.
of American expressions,
o translators at an advanced level (oral)
s navigates appropriate behaviots
sucessfully within both cultures.

The researchers may have derived these
characteristics from their earlier work called
Project GOTCHA (Galaxies of Thinking and
Creative Heights of Achievement), which
emphasizes an English Language Leatner’s unique
creative abilities,
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In the Context of Their Culture

What is different for English Language Leatners
is the emphasis on their gifts within the cultural
context of learning a second-langnage. In general,
lists generated by various researchers suggest
that gifted/talented English Language Learners
essentially display characteristics similar to those
of English-speaking gifted/talented students.

If we keep this fact in mind, we can identify
‘Enplish Language Learners whether they
demonstrate their gifts in the cultural
environment of their hetitage or in their new
home. These observations can be a valuable
supplement to standardized test scores. In the
end, we will have a more comprehensive
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identification process for selecting high potential
English Language Leatners for gifted/talented
programming,

Thete’s little research to support that such lists
are reliable and valid ways of identifying gifted/
talented FlLLs, However, doing our best to
understand what a gifted/talented English
Language Learner looks and acts ]jke,_wé are
morte likely to recognize them in out schools.

Once we recognize English Language Learners
as gifted, those of us who ate entrusted with
their future the caregivers in their homes, the
teachers in their classrooms, and the
administrators of the schools they attend can -
be more effective as their advocates.




