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Detimer and Lane: An Integrative Model for Educating Very Able Students In Rural Sc

A consulting teacher approach to educa-
tional programs for gifted students can offer
enrichment opportunities to a broad range of
the student population even as it provides
the alternative learning environments very
able students need in order to develop their
potential.

An Integrative
Model for
Educating Very
Able Students In
Rural School
Districts

by Peggy Dettmer
Kansas State University
and Jean M. Lane
Dayton, Washington, School District

Appropriate, effective education for very able students
has been commanding increased public interest and legis-
lative action during the past two decades. However, not
enough information has been made available to guide edu-
cators in rural, isolated, and small school districts in serv-
ingthe learning needs of their highly capable students. This
is unfortunate, because two-thirds of our nation’s schoal
districts have fewer than 2,500 students enrolled (Spicker,
Southern, and Davis, 1987) and can be expected to identify
no more than 125 students for gifted programs. Further-
more, each and every state has a number of rural school dis-
tricts and could benefit from practical, realistic approaches
to serving their students who have high learning potential.

Very able students are present in economically disad-
vantaged as well as advantaged communities. They do exist
across all cultural and ethnic groups, and in both rural and
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urban areas. Their numbers include both male and female
students and occasional handicapping conditions such as
physical impairment, learning disability, or emotional dis-
turbance, It is virtually certain that any school with a hetero-
geneous student population of even a few dozen students
will contain some who are capable of performing well be-
yond the limits imposed upon them by their school's con-
ventional programs.

Educational Meeds of Very Able Students

Students who need educational services beyond the
basic curriculum and grade-level grouping are portrayed by
a variety of labels, including gifted, intellectually superior,
academically talented, high-performance students, and
other descriptive terms. Regardless of the label selected,
such students often perform at two to four, and sometimes
as many as eight, grade levels beyond their age peers in
school-based tasks. They have the ability to learn rapidly
and easily. They know much about things which their age
peers and sometimes the adults around them do not know.
They tend to prefer difficult, complex subjects and thrive on
intellectual challenge. Most are involved in a wide array of
interests and activities.

These characteristics signify learning needs which
have profound implications for school curriculum. It might
be more honest and realistic to describe the very able in
school as curriculum-disabled students who are at risk
within the normal structure of a conventional school sys-
tem (Dettmer, 1988). Some describe them as children-in-
conflict {Davis and Bull, 1988} when penalized by typical
school practices of age-grading, lock-step curriculum, and
ordinary levels of intellectual activity.

Risk, disability, and conflict do occur for students
when their learning potential cannot be nurtured in chal-
lenging school environments. The general ¢classroom pro-
grams that are designed for the mainstream student popula-
tion are not likely to provide acceleration of content and
grade level placement that challenges them to greater
heights of performance, enrichment of subject matter that
allows them to delve, inquire, and produce, or the personal-
ized learning options that allow them to demonstrate and
develop their potential, Such students are in their own way
as deprived as the most bitterly impoverished child of the
ghetto (Fincher, 1976).

Effects of Current Educational Trends Upon High-Ability
Students

Many of the current educational movements do not
bode well for very able students. Minimum competency
goals, mastery learning models, behavioral objectives pro-
cedures, and even cooperative learning strategies that are
not adjusted for wide ranges of student differences, limit
the more capable learners. Because of these concerns,
some schools strive to create more appropriate learning en-
vironments for students who can be accelerated, enriched,
and guided beyond minimum essentials of the curriculum.
Schools' motives for doing so many be pragmatic, if not out-
right self-serving—for example, aiming to avoid student
flight to private schools and a subsequent loss of enroll-
ment and funding. Other motives focus upon the future, to-
ward development of outstanding student abilities that can
be expected to help society and advance civilization.

Allin all, the most promising concept of an enhanced
learning program for the very able is that which creates
school-wide learning environments of accelerated move-
ment through material, enrichment of curriculum, and per-
sonalized instruction for any and all who can succeed with
them. Good programs for very able students cannot exist
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very long in subpar schools (Renzulli, 1987), and by the
same token, schools which fail to challenge theirmore com-
petent students are not likely to rise above mediocrity in
serving any of their students.

Implementing school programs and curricula that
meet the needs of all students is a monumental task for any
schooldistrict, whether urban or rural, large or small, advan-
taged or poor. However, rural, isolated, and small school dis-
tricts face particular challenges in providing appropriate
learning environments for high-ability students. The most
educationally disadvantaged youth in American schools
may well be gifted students in rural communities (Milne,
1976).

Problems and Possibilities in Rural School Districts

Several characteristics of rural areas become problem:
atic when learning programs for very able students are ad-
dressed. Wide expanses of geographic space result in too
much distance between learning centers. Too few students
are available for many kinds of grouping arrangements. Ex-
cessive time is required for students to reach resource sites
or for teachers to travel among schools. Not enough teach-
ers are available for offering all the courses that are needed
to serve student interests and talents. Often a very limited
teaching staff must perform multiple teaching assign-
ments. Furthermore, communities tend to be conservative,
close-knit, and resistant to singling out any student for spe-
cial programs. In poor rural areas, cultural values and out-
looks may compete with academic expectations of school
staff (Howley, Pendarvis, and Howley, 1988), and some par-
ents have strong traditional values that conflict with the
goals of the school program {Howley and Howley, 1988).

Helge and colleagues {1984) have identified several
problems facing special services personnel in rural areas.
These problems include: funding inadequacies, need for
staff development in special education, attitudes of com-
munities and school personnel toward special education,
factors of geographic terrain and weather, and limited facili-
ties and resources.

On the other, more positive hand, rural areas abound in
opportunities and commitments which can be integral in
nurturing excellent education. Class sizes usually are much
smaller, producing more opportunity for interaction among
teachers and students. More students participate in a
greater number and variety of curricular and extracurricular
activities. Parents usually are more accessible, and morein-
volved in school life, School administrators, teachers, stu-
dents, and parents know and interact with each other more
frequently and productively. Also, students in rural areas
tend to be open to a range of experiences and free from
pseudo-sophistication, with inclinations toward creativity
and resourcefulness {(Samples, 1987).

Because programming for the very able in rural and iso-
lated schools must focus on smaller numbers of students
and usually must overcome paucity of staff, it is vital that
reqular classroom teachers become involved in differentiat-
ing curriculum and providing learning options and alterna-
tives for their students. Many strategies can be employed
that not only will enhance curriculum for the gifted few, but
will have a positive ripple effect upon the total school pro-
gram for all students.

Consulting Teacher Role within an Integrative Approach

In order for classroom teachers and special services
teachers to provide effective learning environments for very
able students, there must be a concerted effort to coordi-
nate regular and special school programs. The coordination
process requires communication and cooperation by teach-
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ers, administrators, and support staff, with respect for
uniqueness among students, teachers, and the educational
settings. A consulting teacher approach to programming
for students with special needs is an effective catalyst for
collaborative efforts among teachers, administrators, par-
ents, and other community members.

Consultation teachers share information and ideas,
orchestrate efforts of all who are involved, and develop
courses of action for meeting student needs. The consult-
ing teacher approach is capturing the interest of many edu-
cators as an instrument for providing qualitatively differen-
tiated education not only to highly able students, but to a
wide range of the student population that would benefit
from acceleration, enrichment, and personalized curricu-
lum planning.

The gifted program teacher who functions in a collabo-
rative consultation role will work with a team of teachers,
principals, counselors, media specialists, parents, men-
tors, and community leaders to plan, implement, and moni-
tor arrangements that challenge very able students. A con-
comitant goal should be to insure that the special program
will create amultiplier effect for all students throughout the
school system.

EXPRO, An Integrated Model for Very Able Rural Students

A consulting teacher approach is used by the Dayton
School District in the state of Washington to serve the edu-
cational needs of highly capable students while increasing
learning opportunities for all students. The consulting
teacher is responsible for lesson planning and organiza-
tion, and community volunteers are an integral part of the
program. A parent suppert group provides new avenues for
funding and serves as a vehicle for educating the commu-
nity about the importance of individualized instruction for
highly capable students. By utilizing the unique character-
istics of the community, the program provides challenging
activities for up to twenty percent of the school population
and delivers enriching activities to the entire student body
of the district’s schools.

Description of the EXPRO Program Community

Dayton, a community of three thousand residents, is
the heart of small, sparsely populated Columbia County in
southeastern Washington. Its fully accredited elementary
school, junior high school, and high school serve about
700 students. The student/teacher ratio in the Dayton dis-
trict is 25 to 1. About 25 percent of the school population is
eligible for the free lunch program. An encouraging 99 petr-
cent of students graduate from eighth grade, and 94 percent
graduate from high school. Approximately 75 percent of the
graduate pursue some form of higher education.

Several colleges and universities are within reasonable
driving distance and encourage enroliment by very able stu-
dents, but arranging the transportation for a 30-130 mile
drive to a campus is not practical. Although Walla Walla
Community College offers courses for college credit to
high school students, the 45-minute trip to and from cam-
pus would cause participants to miss four high school class
periods while attending only two college courses.

One of Dayton's biggest assets is its preponderance of
talented people. Many of the young, college-educated work-
ers and retired professionals are willing to serve as mentors
for gifted children. They constitute an invaluable resource
for the program.

Development of the EXPRO Program

Washington state's education law allows school dis-
tricts to establish and operate programs for highly capable
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students, but funding for the programs is based on one per-
cent of the student population of adistrict. Thus, for a rural
school district the size of Dayton, the state would provide
funding for only seven students at an approximate rate of
$350, or atotal of $2,450 for the entire program. Yearly appli-
cation must be made for the money, and districts receiving
funds are subject to audit by the Superintendent of Public
Instruction office.

The limited state funding makes it advantageous for ru-
ral districts to work cooperatively in providing programs for
their highly capable students. Dayton initially used this
method of service, pooling funding with several other small
districts and affiliating with the local Educational Service
District{ESD). The ESD hired aspecialist in education of the
gifted, and began to develop a program for participating ru-
ral districts. The plan developed by the specialist provided
for identification of gifted students in each school and bi-
monthly meetings with them in a pull-out model.

After two years of participation in the ESD program
model, and with urging from local parents, the Dayton
school district withdrew its state funds for the gifted pro-
gram for the ESD for several reasons. |dentification of eligi-
ble participants had taken four to five months. Also, stu-
dents had met with the visiting instructor for amaximum of
only two times every nine weeks, and had not had time to
establish rapport with the visiting instructor.

The district, at the continued urging of interested par-
ents, hired a specialist with state and local monies. The lim-
ited funding allowed for only 2(7 teacher time {three after-
noons per week) for the entire K-12 program. This restricted
time frame encouraged the instructor, parents, and school
district to work cooperatively and creatively toward a goal of
having a successful program for gifted students that also
could provide enrichment for the entire school. The pro-
gram was named EXPRO, from the Latin motto “Ex portu
proficisci audeamus” or “We dare to set out from the
harbor”

EXPRO Program Design

Two keys to the program design were recognized as vi-
tal for success. First, possibilities had to be explored with-
out regard for program size or cost, and second, activities
mustreach the entire student body rather than focus upon a
select group of students. These guidelines molded the base
for the program and led to its acceptance in the district and
community.

Parents, teachers, and administrators met with the
specialist to work cooperatively in identifying the needs of
highly capable students. This group believed that a program
should be initiated for students especially gifted in a spe-
cific subject area such as art, mathematics, or language
arts, as well as for students identified as gifted in many aca-
demic subjects. To meet this variety of needs, the group de-
veloped avolunteer instructor program using talented com-
munity members to help provide challenging activities for
talented students.

The volunteer instructors donated one to three hours
per week for carrying out lessons developed by the district
specialist for highly capable students. These volunteer in-
structors represented avariety of backgrounds and shared a
love for helping interested students master challenging ma-
terial, Their dedication was demonstrated by careful prepa-
ration for class, consistent attendance, and willingness to
find substitute volunteers to teach if needed.

Volunteers were found by having the original planning
group brainstorm for names of people in the area with spe-
cial talents ranging from oil painting to public speaking. The
identified individuals then were contacted by the specialist
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to determine their interest in working with talented young-
sters. The overwhelmingly positive response led to specific
curriculum development and a matching of student needs
with volunteer talents.

The following courses were developed for grades 3-8:
Problem-solving, reading inquiry, science wizards, art, ad-
vanced junior high and high school English, and overall
achievement. These classes use a pull-out model and meet
for one to three hours weekly. Course content is developed
according to student need and volunteer talent. A learning
contract signed by the participating student, volunteer, in-
structor, classroom teacher, and parents outlines the re-
sponsibilities of each participant in EXPRO. The contract
stipulates that attendance for a particular number of class
meetings is required before the student can leave, or be
asked to leave, the class. This alleviates possible problems
experienced by either students or volunteers in adjusting to
a new situation.

The second key to success of the EXPRO program is
that of reaching the entire student body with challenging
and interesting activities. Volunteers are instrumental in
finding solutions to this need. Three types of programs that
have been developed are academic competitions, cultural
enrichment performances, and student peer-teaching.

Two academic competitions were expanded and man-
aged by community volunteers under the guidance of the
school administration and the EXPRO specialist—a written
spelling bee and adeclamation contest. Other rural schools
are invited to both of these competitions, with all interested
students encouraged to participate. EXPRO volunteers pro-
nounce words and help develop spelling lists for the spell-
ing bee. Many community members assist students as
coaches in the declamation contest, which is judged by lo-
cal college speech students and their professor.

EXPRO students are encouraged to meet students
from other schools who have similar interests by attending
the Mid-Columbia and Eastern Washington University
Young Writer's conferences. Students who participate in
the EXPRO art classes display their works in local stores
and regional art show competitions.

A science discovery van from the Pacific Science Cen-
ter and performers from music and literary fields further en-
hance the academic program of all students in the district.
Funding for the events comes from local donations, the
Parent-Teacher-Student Organization (PTSO), and grant
monies. Organization of each performance is handled by
EXPRO volunteers.

Peer-teaching by students invelved in the overall
EXPRO program has been very popular with both teachers
and students, EXPRO students attend the Science Champi-
ons Program sponsored by the Pacific Science Center. The
participants have avariety of hands-on science experiences
and receive materials to take back for sharing with other stu-
dents. The Dayton Science Champions write lesson plansin
their pull-out special classes, develop oral speaking skills,
and organize materials to demonstrate science experi-
ments in all classrooms within their schools. The program
has become so popular that the National Science Teachers
Association (NSTA) invited the Dayton Science Champions
team to demonstrate at the recent NSTA convention in
Seattle.

The EXPRO program has flourished during its first
three years, Classes now included Advanced Placement En-
glish for high school juniors and seniors, and whole-group
lessons in math and science for grades K-2. As it enters its
fourth year, the EXPRO program will manage a new com-
puter lab for the elementary school and is expanding into a
double-size room that will be called the EXPRO Opportunity
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Center. The specialist position has been expanded to half-
time, with a part-time assistant, but unpaid volunteers re-
main an essential part of the program as it develops to meet
the needs of the rural district.

Volunteers often comment that they receive more ben-
efits from the program than the students do. Without ques-
tion, both groups find excitement and reward in working
with each other to master difficult activities and to develop
a thirst for information that they will continue to nourish
through the EXPRO program.

Conclusion

Effective education that nurtures the potential of very
able learners must surmount many difficulties in rural, iso-
lated, and small school districts. The hurdles include
budget restrictions, too few students, wide expanses of
space, distance from resource people and places, conser-
vative attitudes, small staff size that limits course offerings
and burdens teachers with multiple assignments, and re-
sistance of students toward standing out in achievement or
performance.

On the other hand, such schools offer many benefits
and it is upon these strengths that excellent education can
be built. Smaller class sizes, greater involvement by fami-
lies in school activities, as well as students who are in tune
with the natural environment will encourage high levels of
interest and productivity.

A school-wide approach te accelerated content, en-
richment activities, and personalized instruction can create
positive ripple effects within the learning environment for
many students. Approaches utilizing the consulting
teacher model, such as the EXPRO program in Dayton,
Washington, have been developed to provide asolid, locally-
based program of curriculum differentiation for very able
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students in rural and small school districts. These ap-
proaches serve the particular learning needs of very able
students and, while doing so, also provide important bene-
fits to a wide range of the student population throughout
the school district.

References

Davis, C.R. and Bull, K.S. {1988). Emotionally disturbed,
gifted/talented students in rural schools, Rural Special
Education Quarterly, 8(4), 15-22,

Dettmer, P.{1988). Mandated gifted programs— Panacean or
problematic? Journal for the Education of the Gifted,
2(1), 14-28.

Fincher, J. {1976). Depriving the best and the brightest, Hu-
man Behavior, 5(4), 17-21.

Helge, D. (1984). The state of the art of rural special educa-
tion. Exceptional Children, 50(4), 313-25.

Howley, C.B. and Howley, AA. {1988). Gifted programs:
Equal access in rural areas. Rural Special Education
Quarterly, 8(4), 3-8.

Howley, A A.; Pendarvis, E.D.; and Howley, C.B. (1988).
Gifted students in rural environments; Implications for
school programs. Rural Special Education Quarterly,
8(4), 43-50.

Milne, B.G. (1976). Programs for the gifted in rural areas.
NASSP Bulletin, 60(398), 60-66.

Renzulli, J.S. {1987). Point-Counterpoint: The positive side
of pull-out programs. Journal for the Education of the
Gifted, 10{4), 245-54.

Samples, B. (1976). The metaphoric mind: A celebration
of creative consciousness. Reading, MA: Addison-
Wesley.

Spicker, H.; Southern, W,; and Davis, B. (1987). The rural
gifted child. Gifted Child Quarterly, 31(4), 155-60.

39



	An Integrative Model for Educating Very Able Students In Rural School Districts
	Recommended Citation

	ECFall1989_Part37
	ECFall1989_Part38
	ECFall1989_Part39
	ECFall1989_Part40

