The Impact of a School-Based Course on Teaching Gifted Children on Teachers’ Professional Practice

Abstract
In today’s rapidly developing world, education systems are undergoing continuous reform. The Kazakhstani education system represents an ongoing and significant process that requires a high level of professional competence from teaching staff. This article examines the role of a school-based course in enhancing subject teachers’ professional development. The main aim of the study is to improve colleagues’ professional practice through a school-based course developed within the framework of the “Teaching Gifted Children” programme.
To achieve this aim, several specific objectives were set. First, to implement a school-based course in accordance with the programme requirements; second, to organise research activities through systematic observation of colleagues’ teaching practice. Within the study, a range of teaching and professional learning methods was employed for course participants, including lesson observation, questionnaires, collaborative medium-term lesson planning, and the establishment of subject-based teacher research groups.
The findings indicate that participation in the school-based “Teaching Gifted Children” course enabled teachers to develop a deeper understanding of the concepts of giftedness and gifted learners, to explore effective methods for identifying gifted students, and to select appropriate teaching strategies aligned with differentiation principles while taking into account learners’ needs and abilities across different age groups. The results of the study demonstrate that this school-based course plays a significant role in enhancing teachers’ professional competence and improving the quality of education provided to gifted students.
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As the well-known French writer A. de Saint-Exupéry noted, “There are many people in the world whose awakening no one has helped” (2006). This idea highlights the reality that students’ giftedness often remains underdeveloped when their special abilities and individual needs are not sufficiently recognised. Taking learners’ individual characteristics and needs into account and fostering their research and inquiry skills has therefore become one of the most pressing challenges in contemporary education.
Giftedness can be defined as a high level of ability development that enables an individual to achieve success in a particular type of activity. The concept of giftedness is closely related to that of ability. Researchers in pedagogy, psychology, and philosophy offer various interpretations of giftedness, intelligence, and talent. One of the most influential definitions belongs to the psychologist W. Stern (2002), who distinguishes giftedness from intelligence. According to Stern, giftedness is manifested in a child’s heightened sensitivity to learning and creative expression compared to peers in similar conditions.
Indeed, without an individualised approach that considers each learner’s personal characteristics, it is impossible to fully reveal and develop students’ giftedness. With the aim of enhancing students’ gifted potential, developing their critical thinking skills, and improving colleagues’ professional practice, the school-based “Teaching Gifted Children” course was redesigned in accordance with the programme proposed by the Pedagogical Excellence Centre and adapted to meet the specific needs of teachers at the school.
One of the key challenges identified among colleagues was the tendency for students’ abilities and learning needs not to be consistently taken into account during lesson planning. Teachers also raised questions about how to effectively develop students’ giftedness while considering their diverse abilities and educational needs. As a result, the following research question was formulated:
“How can colleagues’ professional practice be improved through the school-based ‘Teaching Gifted Children’ course?”
The structure of the “Teaching Gifted Students in School” programme was integrated into classroom practice through a system of not just one, but several sequential lessons implemented in a systematic manner. This approach also contributed to the development of my own professional practice. In my role as a trainer, observing teachers’ lessons helped me identify differentiated tasks designed in accordance with differentiation principles, thereby supporting more effective teaching and learning practices.
In addition, the implementation of a sequence of interconnected lessons proved to be an effective strategy for sharing my teaching experience during seminars as part of my trainer role. Acting as a trainer allowed me to provide colleagues with constructive feedback, which became a valuable aspect of professional collaboration. To disseminate the “Teaching Gifted Children” programme among colleagues, several course sessions were conducted.
Within the school, professional development events were organised around the themes of teaching and learning models, principles of differentiation, and conceptual teaching. The decision to focus on these particular topics was informed by a reflective analysis of my trainer practice during the previous academic year. This reflection highlighted the need for targeted support in applying differentiation principles in everyday classroom practice.
During the course, multiple research methods were employed as part of the planned inquiry. An empirical analysis method was used to review the works of scholars who have studied this issue, alongside an examination of the teaching practices of colleagues within the network of schools. In addition, questionnaires were administered to teachers in order to identify their professional needs, and the survey results were systematically analysed.
The findings revealed that among the 17 teachers who participated in the questionnaire, 32% reported difficulties in designing differentiated tasks, while 12% indicated challenges in identifying students’ learning needs and predicting their zones of development. These results confirmed the relevance of the school-based course and informed the subsequent focus of professional development activities.
Within this course, I anticipated the following expected learning outcomes for participating teachers:
· the ability to identify and predict students’ zones of proximal development;
· an understanding of teaching and learning models that underpin effective curriculum planning;
· the ability to discuss the characteristics of different instructional models and their application within the curriculum;
· practical use of thinking and questioning models in classroom practice;
· mastery of the algorithm of differentiation principles;
· the ability to design learning tasks based on differentiation principles;
· the application of conceptual teaching as a guiding approach in lessons.
As a trainer, I defined these expected outcomes in advance during the planning of professional development activities for colleagues. Naturally, just as students differ in their learning, teachers also demonstrate varied levels of understanding and perception. Therefore, both successful and less successful aspects of colleagues’ lessons were analysed reflectively.
To support colleagues’ professional practice, the course focused on key instructional models used in programmes for gifted students and explored how these models could be implemented in the teachers’ own classrooms. During the seminars, participants openly shared common challenges, collaboratively identified effective solutions, and exchanged practical recommendations.
Survey results collected during the seminars showed that while participants were generally able to identify gifted students, many expressed uncertainty regarding effective communication strategies with gifted learners, the organisation of additional learning activities, and practical approaches to developing students’ giftedness. Teachers also reported difficulties in achieving consistently effective outcomes when working with gifted students.
However, as a result of the implemented lessons and collaborative reflection, colleagues noted that they had successfully begun to apply a variety of strategies aimed at developing gifted students’ abilities in their own teaching practice. This indicates a positive shift in professional confidence and instructional competence following participation in the course.
As the lessons were conducted online, it was difficult to observe concrete outcomes and to fully assess their authenticity and impact. After the young teachers had completed the course, a round-table discussion was organised. Fourteen teachers participated in the round table, which was held online under the theme “A New Perspective on the Issue of Giftedness.”An open microphone format was used, allowing colleagues to freely share their reflections.
During the discussion, participants spoke about the extent to which they address giftedness in their lessons and how effectively they apply differentiation principles when designing classroom tasks. I would like to emphasise that the seminars conducted for colleagues proved particularly effective for teachers of humanities subjects, who were able to apply differentiation principles successfully in their teaching practice. In particular, the following outcomes were observed:
· Teachers are now able to identify students’ abilities and learning preferences through diagnostic tests. For example, a Kazakh language teacher differentiated students according to their modes of perception and offered tasks accordingly.
· Teachers are able to distinguish between the concepts of giftedness and talent. Classroom observations showed that teachers no longer label students merely as “talented,” but instead apply research-based and argumentation models to systematically develop students’ giftedness.
· Teachers demonstrated a clear understanding of the five principles of differentiation and were able to design differentiated tasks collaboratively during lesson planning.
Learning is a complex process that depends on students’ individual characteristics and abilities. First and foremost, academic success is closely linked to students’ intellectual capacities, such as analysis, comparison, systematisation, and evaluation. Taking these abilities and learning needs into account led to a reconsideration of both the curriculum and lesson planning.
As a result, the need arose to increase the complexity and depth of subject content, to promote interdisciplinary connections, and to design learning experiences that integrate problems, concepts, themes, and ideas across different subjects. Prior to lesson planning, teaching possibilities for students with diverse abilities were analysed using C. G. Jung’s theory of the “ability cross.” In addition, instructional design was informed by J. Bruner’s modes of thinking(enactive, symbolic, and iconic) and H. Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, which supported the differentiation of the curriculum for gifted learners.
Students’ individual characteristics were consistently aligned with corresponding aspects of the learning plan. As a result, the curriculum content was enriched and deepened in accordance with students’ early development, intensity of learning, and levels of complexity. This approach facilitated meaningful interdisciplinary connections between problems, concepts, themes, and ideas across subjects.
Through collaborative lesson planning and classroom observation with colleagues, I gained several valuable professional insights that contributed significantly to the development of my trainer practice:
· By planning lessons collaboratively, I recognised the importance of supporting teachers in designing tasks based on differentiation principles.
· Through lesson observations, I was able to provide targeted support to help colleagues improve their teaching practice.
· I developed the ability to provide effective, constructive feedback aimed at improving colleagues’ lessons and supporting the development of giftedness.
· In each observed lesson, I was able to clearly identify and analyse tasks designed according to different types of differentiation principles, strengthening my capacity to evaluate instructional practice as a trainer.
After completing the “Teaching Gifted Children” programme, positive changes were observed in my professional practice. During lesson planning, I was able to apply differentiation principles more effectively and systematically. The integration of theoretical knowledge and practical experience was further strengthened through the school-based course, allowing theory to be meaningfully transferred into classroom practice.
In order to enhance the effectiveness of the seminar, small collaborative research groups were formed among the 17 participating teachers. The purpose of establishing these groups was to enable teachers to apply the knowledge gained during the seminar in their own lessons and to investigate the effectiveness of differentiation principles in practice. Within these research groups, subject teachers worked closely together, collaboratively planning lessons and supporting one another in improving their professional practice.
This small-scale research activity involved teachers of Kazakh language and literature, English, mathematics, Russian, and physics, and clearly demonstrated interdisciplinary connections. According to analyses conducted by mathematics teachers, students’ academic achievement increased by 15% compared to the previous term. Teachers of the Kazakh language reported a noticeable improvement in students’ research skills, particularly evident in their ability to write problem-based research papers.
Based on the results of this research activity, several action steps are planned for the 2023–2024 academic year:
· To collaboratively design a sequence of concept-based lessons with colleagues. This approach will enable teachers to integrate key concepts across subjects, thereby strengthening interdisciplinary connections within their teaching practice.
· To develop a collection of differentiated tasks within a unit or module in collaboration with teachers from other subject areas. This initiative will not only enhance professional collaboration but also support the collective understanding and effective implementation of differentiation principles.
· To create a comprehensive bank of tasks aligned with each principle of differentiation.
In conclusion, this programme offers substantial potential for continued professional growth. As a trainer, I am committed not only to disseminating these ideas within my professional community but also to engaging in collaborative practice with colleagues. I view it as my mission to inspire and support every teacher in embracing these principles in their own teaching.
In the future, I plan to systematically organise research-based teaching practices within my colleagues’ classrooms through the effective application of differentiation principles. This research-driven approach will enable subject teachers to implement differentiation more purposefully and to contribute positively to the development of students’ giftedness. Furthermore, it has been recommended to increase the use of tasks aimed at developing higher-order thinking skills during lesson planning. Differentiated tasks play a crucial role in nurturing students’ potential, and teachers’ professional development should therefore focus on advancing students’ analytical, evaluative, and synthesising skills.
Looking ahead, the integration of project-based learning, case-based learning, and problem-based learning models will support students in conducting small-scale research projects as well as more extensive academic research, thereby fostering deeper learning and sustained intellectual engagement.
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