What does curriculum differentiation look like in the Technology learning area?

The Gifted and Talented Policy (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2004) recommends daily challenges for gifted and talented students. Students are more motivated, perform better and develop self confidence doing challenging work that fits their ability level and prior achievement (Hattie, 2009; Rogers, 2007). Effective teaching depends on detailed knowledge of individual students including their learning histories, backgrounds and interests, and teachers’ competencies in the design and delivery of curriculum. 
Curriculum design

The design process should first specify what students are to achieve. The BOS syllabuses determine the scope and sequence of learning, and before a unit of work begins, teachers should decide how they will know whether students have achieved the outcomes. The syllabus outcomes are the minimum that students are expected to achieve, and can be modified or extended to meet the learning needs of gifted and talented students. If the outcomes are modified, the teaching and learning activities and assessment must also be modified.
The second element of curriculum design is the NSW Quality Teaching (QT) model, which is a generalised model of pedagogy based on teacher-effectiveness research (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2003).The dimensions of the QT model, Intellectual quality, Significance and Quality learning environment, need to be interpreted in the light of the needs and characteristics of gifted and talented students. 
The third element of curriculum design is the use of curriculum models such as those of Bloom (1956), Maker (1982) and Williams (1993), which provide ideas for the modification of curriculum content, instruction, students’ products and learning environments to develop engaging and challenging activities.
What is the nature of the gifted learner?

Research has revealed three significant characteristics of gifted learners that must be addressed to best match the curriculum to the learner (Van Tassel-Baska, 2003):
·  precocity — gifted learners learn more quickly.

·  intensity — students exhibit intensity in the affective and cognitive areas. Gifted students may be more emotionally responsive than students of average ability, or display intensity by concentrating and persisting at a task that interests and engages them.

· complexity — gifted students can engage in higher-level and abstract thinking earlier than age peers. They like challenging work beyond their current level of functioning and can make connections or see relationships among concepts from diverse content areas. 

What do gifted students need?
The nature of effective instruction for gifted and talented students depends not only on their attributes but also on the subject being taught and the level of schooling. In general, curriculum design for gifted learners needs to incorporate provisions for acceleration, integration of content by key ideas, an advanced reading level and the use of higher-order thinking skills (analysis, synthesis, evaluation). While inclusion of higher-order thinking is important for all students, gifted learners are likely to operate at this level more often. There should also be opportunities for independent learning based on student capacity and interests and advanced products (Van Tassel-Baska, 2003).
Many gifted students have well-developed research and independent study skills while others need considerable support in these areas. Achievement is enhanced when tasks are structured, allow for concept acquisition, and enable students to pace themselves (Tomlinson, 1998). Gifted students may prefer independent study but it needs to be structured appropriately (Rogers, 2007), so that deep understanding and self management skills are acquired (Stedtnitz & Speck,1986). Gifted students need explicit instruction and scaffolding but not the degree of support and repetition required by less able students. Effective teachers plan and design curriculum to cater for individual differences and are able to differentiate the curriculum (Tomlinson & McTigue, 2006).
Curriculum differentiation

Differentiation is hard to define precisely. At the classroom level, differentiation changes the curriculum to cater for the needs of all students. It involves the modification of outcomes, teaching and learning activities and assessment. A curriculum plan should have a sustained focus on the key concepts underpinning the sequence of learning activities. The same key concepts should appear in each component of a curriculum plan so that outcomes, learning activities and assessment tasks are aligned.
A useful approach to curriculum differentiation that involves curriculum compacting is provided in Module 5 of the gifted and talented professional learning program, which was produced by the Gifted Education Research, Resource and Information Centre (GERRIC) at the University of New South Wales. You can find the Professional Development Package at

<www.dest.gov.au/sectors/school_education/publications_resources/profiles/gifted_education_professional_development_package.htm>
The process of curriculum compacting described in the package includes pre-assessment of students to determine their prior level of achievement. The outcomes that have been achieved can be modified or extended and new activities can be substituted to provide the appropriate level of extension or challenge for students. This process can best be illustrated by the unit of work developed by Manly Selective Campus. To view: http://www.curriculumsupport.education.nsw.gov.au/policies/gats/programs/curric_ideas/tas.htm
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