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The purpose of this research investigation was to 

investigate the characteristics allowing children who are 

both culturally diverse and academically talented to be 

successful in a program designed for gifted children. In 

addition, teacher characteristics and expectations, 

educational programming for academically advanced 

children, as well as parental expectations and involvement 

were also examined and studied. 

The primary research question guiding this study was: 

What are the characteristics that allow children who are 

both academically talented and culturally diverse to be 

successful in a program designed for gifted students? 

Other related questions were: 1] What is the relationship 

between high parent and teacher expectation and actual 

student performance? and 2] How are the academic and 

social successes of children who are both culturally 

diverse and academically talented affected by the 

educational programming they receive? 

This study employed a qualitative methodology using the



self-contained focus group method. The researcher 

observed PLATO classes and conducted focus group 

discussions using PLATO students, parents and teachers. 

The findings from this study revealed that children who 

are both academically talented and culturally diverse are 

able to be successful when: 1] Parents are actively 

involved in their child's schooling and who encourage high 

academic and social expectations, 2] Teachers who value 

parents and are supportive of them, who understand the 

cultural backgro.nds of the students they teach and who 

also establish high academic and social expectations, and 

3] An educational program that provides a challenging and 

differentiated curriculum making use of multi-grade level 

grouping, student self-evaluation and serves as a platform 

for the interaction of students, parents and teachers.
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Programs for the gifted and talented have been the 

subject of increasing scrutiny and criticism (Starkey, 

1994). Many believe that our public schools should not 

provide any additional programs for academically talented 

children beyond those found within regular classroom 

settings (Westberg, Archambault, Dobyns, & Salvin (1993). 

Children who possess or demonstrate the potential for 

academic talents and who are included within the confines 

of the regular classroom environment require a curriculum 

that is differentiated to meet their educational needs 

(Green, 1992; Renzulli, 1994; Renzulli & Reis, 1985; 

Winebrenner, 1992). All children, academically talented 

or not, are able to benefit from a curriculum that is 

content rich and differentiated to meet individual 

differences (Renzulli, 1994; Renzulli & Reis, 1985; 

Treffinger, 1986). However, the national report, National 

Excellence: A Case For Developing America's Talent (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1993), indicates that today's 

regular classroom teacher typically does not differentiate 

the curriculum for any student and has no intention of 

doing so. 

This paper will examine the PLATO [Pupils Learning 

Appropriately TOgether] Model of the Davidsonboro Public 

Schools. The PLATO Model of the Davidsonboro Public 

Schools is not connected with other programs of the same



name. Davidsonboro Public Schools will be the name used 

for describing the research location. Davidsonboro Public 

Schools is an urban school division in the Commonwealth of 

Virginia. The school division serves a broad inner-city 

population. The PLATO Model serves all children who have 

been identified as being academically talented including 

those children from culturally diverse backgrounds. 

In more recent years numerous definitions for 

giftedness have been debated in educational circles 

(Cassidy & Hossler, 1992; Clarke, 1993; Gardner, 1987; 

Renzulli, 1994; Renzulli & Reis, 1985). There are many 

definitions of giftedness that depend almost exclusively 

upon quantitative elements from standardized assessment 

instruments. Examples of these quantitative elements 

would be scores on the IOWA Test of Basic Skills or school 

ability index scores on instruments like the Otis Lenon 

School Ability Test. This paper will explore the use of a 

more contemporary and multi-dimensional definition of 

giftedness used by the Davidsonboro Public Schools 

(Brandt, 1993; Gardner, 1993; Renzulli, 1994; Renzulli & 

Reis, 1985). Definitions of giftedness that are more 

inclusive allow for a greater number of children from 

culturally diverse backgrounds to be identified and served 

in programs for the gifted (Callahan, Tomlinson, & Pizzat, 

(1993; Gardner, 1987, 1993; Hale-Benson, 1987; Renzulli, 

1994; Renzulli & Reis,1985). For the purpose of this 

paper the following definition for the academically gifted



and talented will be used (Davidsonboro Public Schools, 

1994a): 

Academically gifted and talented students are those 

who possess advanced aptitude or the potential for 

advanced aptitude that is beyond their chronological 

peers. These students have been identified as those 

with potential or exhibited aptitude in more that one 

academic discipline (i.e. mathematics, language arts, 

science, or social studies). Gifted and talented 

students are those who have an academic profile that 

exhibits two (2) standard deviation above the mean of 

chronological peers in ability and/or achievement as 

compared to peers from their home base school, and/or 

by examination of products, self-contained focus 

groups or other means that are available. 

This identification process used by the Davidsonboro 

Public Schools is in response to a challenge from the 

Department of Education for the Commonwealth of Virginia 

(Baytops, 1994). This challenge called for school 

divisions to develop identification procedures that 

include a greater representation of the state's minority, 

culturally diverse, and low SES populations in programs 

for the academically gifted and talented. PLATO meets this 

challenge. Davidsonboro Public Schools responded to this 

challenge by implementing the PLATO program during the 

1982-1983 academic year. A detailed account of the



establishment of the PLATO Model will be found in Appendix 

A. | 

A pre-selected PLATO Center largely composed of 

children from minority, culturally diverse and low SES 

backgrounds was selected as the site for this research 

investigation. For the purposes of this study, culturally 

diverse children were identified as those having an ethnic 

code other than 1 [1 being Caucasian] using the ethnic 

coding system of the Davidsonboro Public Schools, or 

students who participated in the school divisions’ free or 

reduced lunch program. All children being served by the 

research site had been identified as academically 

talented/advanced, using the process and procedures 

established by the Davidsonboro Public Schools. These 

processes and procedures will be outlined in Chapter 2. 

The focus of this paper was to explore the outcomes of 

a non-traditional educational environment that has been 

engineered to serve a culturally diverse and academically 

talented population. This study sought to determine and 

identify those global elements of the PLATO Model that 

allow for academic success within this special group of 

children. The paper will describe a research 

investigation that was conducted during the fall of 1995 

which aimed at describing and understanding the academic 

successes of children who were both culturally diverse and 

academically talented. For the purpose of this research, 

academic success was defined as meeting the minimum



academic standards of performance as prescribed by the 

teachers and administrative staff of the selected research 

site. Alternative assessment methods were used by the 

PLATO staff to determine a students' progress in relation 

to these standards. 

The primary research question for this study was: 

What are the characteristics that allow children who 

are both academically talented and culturally diverse 

to be academically and socially successful ina 

program designed for gifted students? 

Related questions included: 

1] What is the relationship between high parent and 

teacher expectations for student success and the 

actual performance of the students? 

2] How are the academic and social successes of 

children who are both culturally diverse and 

academically talented affected by the educational 

programming they receive? 

4 

Chapter 2 will present a current review of the 

literature relating to the present status of programs for 

the academically talented. The review of literature will 

also include an overview of the PLATO Model of the 

Davidsonboro Public Schools. The literature review will 

link programs for the academically talented to the special



needs of culturally diverse populations being served by 

such programs. 

Chapter 3 will present the research methodology used 

for this investigation. This research effort employed the 

self-contained focus group methodology for conducting 

qualitative research. Students, teachers, administrators 

and parents participated in focus group sessions. Data 

waS analyzed using the constant comparison method. The 

constant comparison method was the process by which all 

themes from the data sources were checked and compared 

against themselves to insure accuracy of data analysis and 

interpretation. Through this process, data was 

systematically coded. The strengths, limitations, and 

concerns of the research will be discussed. 

Chapter 4 will examine the findings of this research 

study. Comparative charts and excerpts from transcripts 

will be used to discuss and expose the major findings. 

Unanswered questions generated from the analysis of the 

data will be considered. 

Chapter 5 will present the literature and research 

findings. The broad emergent themes from the data will be 

identified, discussed, and documented. The chapter will 

culminate with conclusions drawn from the study as well as 

implications and suggestions for further research.



CHAPTER 2 

A Review of the Literature 

Programs for All Gifted and Talented 
Children 

The Present Status of Programs for Academically Talented 

Children 

Specialized programs for the gifted and talented have 

been a recognized part of the curriculum offerings for 

school districts and divisions since the late 1970's. The 

Marland Report (1972) set the stage for national 

recognition of these endeavors. This report provides the 

following definition of gifted and talented children: 

Gifted and talented children are those identified by 

professionally qualified persons who by virtue of 

outstanding abilities are capable of high 

performance. These are children who require 

differentiated educational programs and services 

beyond those normally provided by the regular school 

program in order to realize their contribution to 

self and society. Children capable of high 

performance include those with demonstrated 

achievement and/or potential ability in any of the 

following areas: general intellectual ability, 

specific academic aptitude, creative or productive 

thinking, leadership ability, and visual and 

performing arts.



Since the time of the Marland Report a multitude of 

programming strategies and models have been tried and 

implemented (Ascher, 1992; Renzulli, 1994; Renzulli & 

Reis, 1985;:°Davidsonboro Public Schools, 1994a; 

Treffinger, 1986; Winebrenner, 1991, 1992, 1994). 

Examples of these programming models include enrichment 

pull-out programs, specialized classes for the 

academically talented, Renzulli's School-Wide Enrichment 

Model and PLATO (Pupils Learning Appropriately Together). 

Today, school divisions and educational systems of the 

90's are finding their programs for gifted and talented 

students under increasing criticism and scrutiny (Clarke, 

1993; Starkey, 1994). Some within our society still hold 

to the belief that public schools should not provide any 

additional programs for gifted students beyond the regular 

Classroom curricula (Westberg & et.al 1993). Within these 

communities there is still the belief that programs for 

gifted and talented foster a sense of elitism and 

superiority within the populations they serve (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1993). Yet, others hold to the 

belief that all children, regardless of their 

capabilities, should be provided with educational 

opportunities that are in line with their abilities 

(Baytops, 1994; Comer, 1985, 1988a; Gardner, 1987, 1993; 

Haynes & Comer, 1993; Renzulli, 1994; Renzulli & Reis, 

1985; Van Tassel-Baska, 1989; Winebrenner, 1994).



The report, National Excellence: <A Case for Developing 

America's Talent (U.S. Department of Education, 1993) 
  

states that in today's traditional and inclusion classroom 

the teacher does not differentiate either in depth or 

breadth of content, allow for student choice of content, 

process or product and does not intend to do so. This 

report reveals that a challenging curriculum, which should 

be an integral part of all educational endeavors for ail 

children, is often lacking. This is the constant revisit 

of equity vs. excellence (Clarke, 1993). A national study 

by Archambault, Westberg, Brown, Hallmark, Emmons and 

Zhang (1993) examined the classroom practices of 

elementary school teachers and also revealed that the 

regular classroom teacher did little, if anything, to 

modify and adjust the curriculum for children who were 

academically talented. These studies reveal that though 

challenge is needed within the classroom, it is often an 

uncommon occurrence. 

There are many problems facing the regular classroom 

teacher with providing appropriate educational 

opportunities and a differentiated curriculum for a 

heterogeneously grouped class (Renzulli, 1992; Renzulli & 

Reis, 1985; Smith & Renzulli, 1984; Starkey & Clarke, 

1994; Winebrenner, 1992). Within today's classroom 

environment, the teacher is often faced with pupils 

ranging from the academically talented to the learning 

disabled, both requiring adjustments in the curriculum to



meet their special needs. Some of the problems facing 

teachers include a lack of appropriate training in 

differentiating the curriculum for special students, an 

absence of appropriate curricula and an understanding of 

the needs of children from culturally diverse backgrounds 

(Comer, 1988a; Hale-Benson, 1987; Reis & Renzulli, 1992; 

Renzulli, 1994; Renzulli & Reis, 1985; Winebrenner, 

1992). A number of indicators signal the need to change 

current practices in the way educational opportunities are 

provided for our gifted and academically talented children 

(Westberg & et.al, 1993). Some of these indicators are: 

- Compared with top students in other industrialized 

countries, American students perform poorly on 

international tests, are offered a less rigorous 

curriculum, read fewer demanding books, do less 

homework, and enter the work force or post-secondary 

education poorly prepared. 

- [Few] American students perform at the highest 

levels on National Assessments of Educational 

Progress (NAEP) tests, which provide one of the few 

indicators available of how well ‘our [nations] 

students achieve. 

This tendency for Americans to hold low academic 

expectations is not a new condition (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1993). Throughout the history of this country, 

Americans have shown ambivalence regarding high academic 

performance (U.S. Department of Education, 1993). Our 

10



nation places great pride upon academic accomplishments, 

especially if they are directed at solving some kind of 

practical problem. However, some individuals pass 

negative judgments upon those same individuals who excel 

academically by calling them "dweebs" or "nerds" (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1993). These stereotypes of 

"geek" and the like cause many academically talented 

children to resist the idea of being placed into programs 

designed for their special educational needs (Quindlen, 

1993; U.S. Department of Education, 1993). This is the 

same society that thinks nothing of encouraging our 

nation's youth to excel at sports, yet we feel that by 

encouraging our academically gifted children to enhance 

and develop their intellectual abilities, we are creating 

a state of elitism and superiority (Farrell, 1990; Gallup 

Poll, 1990; Henig, 1994; Starkey & Clarke, 1994). Most of 

our nation's students are encouraged to finish high school 

and earn good grades. However, some would agree that our 

students are not required to work hard nor master a 

challenging body of knowledge or skills (Henig, 1994; 

Quindlen, 1993; U.S. Department of Education, 1993). The 

message that is being sent to these students is to aim for 

academic adequacy and not academic excellence. Is this 

the message we want to send to our nation's school age 

population? 

Even though effective programs for the gifted and 

talented exist in many school divisions, these programs 

11



are often limited in scope and substance (Clarke, 1993; 

Reis & Renzulli, 1989, 1992; Renzulli, 1992, 1994; 

Renzulli & Reis, 1985; Winebrenner, 1992, 1994). The NRC 

G/T: National Research Center on the Gifted and Talented 

(Westberg & et.al, 1993) reports that most gifted and 

talented students spend the bulk of their school day in 

classrooms where little attention is paid to their special 

educational needs. Goodiland's (1984) research also 

supports these findings by indicating that there is both a 

lack of challenge and individualization of the curriculum 

being provided to most students. The report on National 

Excellence (U.S. Department of Education, 1993) reveals 

that: 

~ Gifted and talented elementary school students have 

mastered from 35 to 50 percent of the curriculum to 

be offered in five basic subjects before they begin 

the school year. 

~ Most regular classroom teachers make few, if any, 

provisions for gifted and talented students. 

-~ Most of the highest achieving students in the 

nation included in Who's Who Among American High 

School Students reported that they studied less than 

an hour a day. This suggests they get top grades 

without having to work hard. 

12



- In one national survey currently available, only 2 

percent out of every $100 spent on K-12 education in 

the United States in 1990 supported special 

opportunities for gifted and talented students. 

What are these indicators telling our nation's educational 

systems? 

Many educators would argue that the greatest problem 

facing our nation's gifted and talented population is the 

lack of challenge in the work that they are assigned 

within the confines of the regular classroom (Archambault, 

1993; Renzulli, 1994; Renzulli & Reis, 1985; Starkey & 

Clarke, 1994; Westberg & et. al, 1993). Both the work of 

Vygotsky (1962) and Bloom (1985) supports the call for a 

more challenging and differentiated curriculum. In the 

face of this knowledge, Henig (1994) reports that very 

often, academically talented children are faced with a 

curriculum strand that is designed to keep all children 

within the heterogeneous classroom from outdistancing each 

other, attempting to make one curriculum fit the 

educational requirements of all. Pretending that all 

students are academically equal does not make it so (Henig 

1994). The research that has been conducted by the United 

States Department of Education: Office of Educational 

Research and Improvement (1993) indicates that assignments 

provided in most of our nation's classrooms are often far 

below the ability of all school children. 

13



How Can Improvements Be Made? 

The Educational Products Information Exchange Institute 

(1979), a non-profit educational consumer agency, 

conducted research on fourth grade elementary school 

children. The survey revealed that sixty percent of our 

nation's fourth grade students are able to achieve a score 

of 80% or greater on a test of fourth grade content in 

math, science and social studies before they arrived to 

begin the first day of school in the fall. 

With reports like these, our nation's schools and 

school divisions need to reflect upon current program 

offerings and make necessary curriculum adjustments. To 

improve the educational opportunities for our nation's 

gifted population, the NRC G/T: National Research Center 

for Gifted and Talented (Westberg & et.al, 1993) feels the 

following areas need to be considered as school divisions 

and state departments of education make revisions and 

adjustments to their gifted and talented programing: 

- Establish a Challenging Curriculum 

All students, not just the gifted and talented, need to 

be provided with learning/educational opportunities that 

are in line with their individual development, abilities, 

talents, and academic needs. By setting curriculum 

standards that are challenging and by providing content 

beyond that which has already been mastered, all children 

will be assisted in reaching higher levels of academic 

excellence. 

14



- Differentiate Instruction 

The educational needs of gifted students are different 

from most children in general. These needs arise from 

their ability to go beyond the typical curriculum of most 

classroom settings. This difference calls for the 

regular/traditional curriculum to be modified and 

differentiated to address these needs. Differentiating 

curriculum for our gifted children allows for provisions 

with respect to different learning rates, styles, 

interests, and abilities. Learning opportunities for 

these academically advanced children must go beyond those 

of the regular classroom by adding challenge, enrichment 

and acceleration to the educational experience. A.H. 

Passow (1981) has postulated that: 

developing a differentiated curriculum involves 

fashioning an environmental setting, providing human 

and material resources, and arranging teaching and 

facilitating strategies so that 'gifted responses’ 

will occur more readily. An appropriately 

differentiated curriculum will increase the 

likelihood of high quality learning interactions - 

the 'stuff' of curriculum and instruction - as shown 

by resulting products and performances (page 7). 

15



- Provide Greater Access to Early Childhood Education 

All children, especially those from culturally diverse 

populations, must be provided with opportunities that 

build upon and enrich their background experiences. These 

learning opportunities should be developmentally 

appropriate in nature and focus upon a student's strengths 

and ability to make contributions. The research evidence 

from Clark (1983), Comer (1984, 1985, 1988a, 1988b), Ford 

(1994) and Scott-Jones (1987) indicate that children from 

culturally diverse backgrounds can learn and succeed 

academically when they are placed in early educational 

settings that reinforce both the values and expectations 

of school and home. During these early developmental 

years children are often able to be influenced by early 

educational experiences that assist in strengthening 

educational concepts (Comer, 1988a; Hale-Benson, 1987; 

Scott-Jones, 1987). 

- Broaden the Definition Used For Identifying The Gifted 

The subject of identification for students who are 

academically talented reveals additional problems and 

concerns for schools and school divisions. Many state 

systems and school divisions have difficulty agreeing on a 

definition of who these gifted and/or high ability 

children actually are. The state of Virginia has 

identified four areas of giftedness (Davidsonboro Public 

Schools, 1994a): 

16



1. intellectual aptitude 

2. specific academic aptitude 

3. technical/practical arts aptitude 

4. visual/performing arts aptitude 

The issue of the identification of these students has 

generated two distinctly different philosophies along a 

continuum of beliefs (Starkey, 1994). On the one hand, 

there are those from the 'old school' who defined 

"giftedness" as "hose having an IQ of 140+ on a recognized 

intelligence test (Terman, 1925). On the other hand there 

are those who support Joseph Renzulli (1994; Renzulli & 

Reis, 1985) who states that gifted characteristics can 

actually be taught in the traditional school environment 

and that our schools should have a liberal identification 

policy for gifted programs. 

As we consider culturally diverse populations we often 

find that these children are underrepresented in programs 

for the gifted and talented (Ford, 1994; Gardner, 1987; 

Renzulli, 1994; Renzulli & Reis, 1985; Davidsonboro Public 

Schools, 1994a). These data are a clear indicator that 

identification rubrics for gifted and talented populations 

are less than perfect. Many believe that school divisions 

‘and state boards of education should subscribe to 

definitions and identification practices that are more 

contemporary and inclusive (Baytops, 1994; Craig, 1995; 

Davidsonboro Public Schools, 1994a). Both Howard Gardner 
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(1987, 1993) and Joseph Renzulli (1994) have developed 

theories and definitions of giftedness that beckons 

educators of gifted children to look at them as 

individuals. Gardner's (1987, 1993) view of giftedness 

calls for educators to take a radically different view of 

the mind as well as a different view of pedagogical ways 

for providing instruction. Gardner (1987, 1993) 

postulates that a more pluralistic view of a child's mind 

should be taken by considering his multiple intelligence 

theory. This theory by Gardner (1987, 1993) recognizes 

the many different elements of cognition. Educators of 

all gifted children, especially children from culturally 

diverse backgrounds, need to acknowledge the many 

different cognitive strengths and styles present in 

academically talented populations (Gardner, 1987; 

Hale-Benson, 1987; Knapp, 1994; Morgan, 1992). 

School systems need to insure that more culturally 

diverse children are represented in their programs for the 

academically advanced (Baytops, 1994; Callahan & et.al, 

1993; Comer, 1985; Ford, 1994; Davidsonboro Public 

Schools, 1994a). To that end, the Department of Education 

for the Commonwealth of Virginia requires each local 

school division to use a variety of identification 

strategies including (Davidsonboro Public Schools, 1994a): 

1. Assessment of student products, performance, 

portfolio 
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2. Observation of in-class behavior 

3. Rating Scales, checklists, questionnaires 

4. Individual or group aptitude tests 

5. Individual or group achievement tests 

6. Awards, honors, grades 

7. Individual interviews 

8. Additional valid, reliable measures 

Using a multiple criteria such as those outlined above 

allows for greater latitude when identifying academically 

talented children for placement in programs such as the 

PLATO Model of the Davidsonboro Public Schools. 

What Are Parents of Gifted and Talented Children Saying? 

Research conducted by this author (Starkey, 1994) 

examining the beliefs and attitudes of parents regarding 

the effectiveness of gifted programs serving their 

children reveals two distinctly different attitudes. 

Parents from two different models serving academically 

talented students were studied. Parents with children in 

a well structured program using a team of specialized 

teachers in the "school within a school" format, felt that 

their children were receiving effective programming that 

meet the special needs of their children. In this case 

effectiveness was an open-ended construct for parent 

interpretation. Parents were often very positive 

regarding the effectiveness of this type program: 
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"Yes... my kids have excelled and done well. I think 

the program gave them a good background in how to 

approach education and how to approach problems. It 

set up a standard for them. They are able to look at 

problems and approach [them] in different ways" 

(Starkey, 1994) 

"My son was only in the program for one year. [We 

moved to this city when he was in the fifth grade. ] 

I think that it was probably the best year that he 

ever had. It was effective for him." (Starkey, 1994) 

These parents provide a sample of evidence supporting 

the idea that academically talented children perform best 

in educational settings where their special needs are 

addressed and the curriculum differentiated on a daily 

basis. The effects of such differentiation appears to have 

long lasting impacts on the lives of the children (Starkey 

& Clarke, 1994). 

The parents of gifted children who received services 

through an inclusion model within the regular classroom 

had a very different view regarding the effectiveness of 

the gifted program serving their children. Overall these 

parents indicated that they were very dissatisfied with 

the instructional services: 

"... I would like to see a little more of what they 

were actually doing. I would like to see some 
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demonstration aS a parent that says that this year 

your child was in the gifted program and he has done 

the following things. Because I am a teacher, and I 

know the [guidelines], and when I question him on 

these, they are not always completed... I provide 

things at home to make up for the things that I am 

not sure he is getting." (Starkey, 1994) 

"l... what's the point! The only thing that this 

program is good for is to have something to talk 

about at cocktail parties. The identification means 

nothing... very little is done in the regular 

classroom to meet his needs as a gifted child 

(Starkey, 1994). 

These remarks from the parents at an inclusion site 

support the research currently underway at the National 

Research Center for Gifted and Talented, as well as the 

National Excellence report (U.S. Department of Education, 

1993). These reports indicate that parents feel that very 

little is being. done for gifted and talented children 

within the regular classroom to address their special 

needs. Accordingly, a differentiated curriculum is not 

being provided. Westberg's, et.al (1993) report goes a 

step further, indicating that those curriculum 

accommodations that are made are minor in scope and often 

lock highly capable children into a curriculum that is 

neither stimulating nor challenging. 
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A Need for Appropriate Programs for Gifted and Talented 

Children 

Even though there are numerous programs serving the 

academically talented children of our nation, most gifted 

students are not being provided with the programming that 

is challenging and that meets their special educational 

needs (Goodland, 1984; Westberg & et. al, 1993). This 

lack of appropriate programming is even more serious for 

gifted children from culturally diverse backgrounds 

(Baytops, 1994; Callahan & et. al, 1993; Clarke, 1993; 

Ford, 1994; Gardner, 1987, 1993; Knapp, 1994; Morgan, 

1992; Renzulli & Reis, 1985; U.S. Department of Education, 

1993). All students, especially the academically talented 

students, need to be presented with challenging learning 

opportunities that go beyond the scope of the regular 

school program (Ford, 1994; Gardner, 1987; Renzulli, 1994; 

U.S. Department of Education, 1993; Winebrenner, 1994). 

Opportunities need to be presented to these students 

allowing them to solve problems and make connections to 

real-life situations (Gatewood, 1995; Harris, 1990; Reis 

& Renzulli, 1987; Renzulli, 1994; Winebrenner, 1994). 

These students need to be included in the decision making 

process for what is to be learned. Renzulli (1994) states 

that allowing students to decide what they will learn and 

how they will pursue topics of interest will go a long way 
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toward maximizing a child's academic talents. Schools 

need to heed this call by providing flexible learning 

environments enabling all students, especially the gifted 

and high ability individuals, make choices regarding the 

material they learn, as well as providing these students 

with opportunities to work in cooperative teams with other 

academically talented peers (Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 

1985). By addressing the nation's current curriculum 

strands and making necessary adjustments (i.e. more 

demanding curriculum, differentiation, more early 

childhood experiences, broader identification procedures, 

student choice), America can begin to move away from 

academic adequacy and move toward academic excellence. 

The PLATO Model of the Davidsonboro Public School 

System was the site of this research effort. The PLATO 

Site for this study is one of four such centers serving 

the elementary academically advanced population of the 

Davidsonboro Public Schools. The selected PLATO site has 

taken steps to address the many needs of academically 

talented children, paying close attention to the unique 

needs of children who are both academically talented and 

culturally diverse. The PLATO Model uses a broad 

definition of academic giftedness, thus allowing for the 

inclusion of greater numbers of children from culturally 

diverse backgrounds. From a curricular perspective, PLATO 

differentiates the curriculum in order to meet the 

individual needs of the students it serves. Curriculum is 
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viewed from a multi-dimensional perspective making use of 

Gardner's (1987) multiple intelligence domains. PLATO 

teachers implement the curriculum using a broad array of 

pedagogical methods. Students served by PLATO are allowed 

to work individually or with fellow peers in teams. This 

allows the PLATO teachers the flexibility to group 

students according to content skill levels and interest 

without strict regards to grade level placement. This 

multi-grade grouping also allows PLATO teachers to work as 

an instructional team, insuring that the individual 

student needs are addressed. By employing broader 

identification practices, providing a curriculum that is 

both challenging and differentiated, the PLATO research 

Site provided an excellent setting for conducting research 

examining a gifted and talented model addressing the needs 

of an academically talented population from culturally 

diverse backgrounds. 
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Gifted Programs For Culturally Diverse Children 

The Commonwealth of Virginia identifies gifted students 

as those: 

"|. .whose abilities and potential for academic 

accomplishment are so outstanding that they require 

special programs to meet their educational needs." 

(Cassidy & Hossler, 1992) 

The Commonwealth also recognizes that gifted children come 

from many different cultural backgrounds and possess 

abilities that cover a wide range of potential. As such, 

the primary goal of the gifted programming in the 

Commonwealth of Virginia is directed at meeting the 

instructional needs and interests of this diverse 

population. Gifted programs are designed to provide 

learning opportunities that are in line with students 

abilities; learning opportunities that are often 

unavailable in most regular classroom settings (Clarke, 

1993; Ford, 1994; U.S. Department of Education; Starkey, 

1994). 

Children from culturally diverse backgrounds have 

historically been underrepresented in programs for the 

gifted and talented (Baytops, 1994; Ford, 1994; 

Hale-Benson, 1987). In research that investigates this 

underrepresentation, Erlanger and Alamprese (1988) and the 

U.S. Department of Education (U.S. Department of 

Education) estimate that from 20 to 50 percent of minority 
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children are underrepresented nationally in programs for 

gifted and talented students. This underrepresentation 

often occurs from the use of one dimensional 

identification and screening tools that establish barriers 

for identifying academically talented students from 

culturally diverse populations (Baytops, 1994; Ford, 1994; 

Gardner, 1987; Hale-Benson, 1987). These identification 

and placement barriers include a lack of multicultural 

education and awareness among teachers of the gifted, 

quantitative based definitions of giftedness for 

culturally diverse children and a lack of meaningful 

parent and family involvement (Baytops, 1994; Ford, 1994; 

Hale-Benson, 1987). 

Another problem for gifted programs serving culturally 

diverse populations becomes the retention of these 

children. The issues of appropriate and adequate 

identification and retention criteria for culturally 

diverse students has generated numerous articles and 

publications calling for much needed change (Baytops, 

1994; Callahan & et.al, 1993; Ford, 1994; Garibaldi, 

1992). In addition to these articles from the academic 

and teaching communities, legislation has also been 

crafted focusing upon increasing the participation of 

minority children in gifted programs (Javits, 1988; 1995). 

The Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Student Act of 

1988 (Javits, 1988) is legislation that has been 

established to insure equity for gifted and talented 
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children from minority and low SES backgrounds. The 

primary goal of the Javit's legislation is to focus 

attention on the identification of gifted and talented 

students who may not be identified through traditional 

assessment methods as a result of their cultural 

background, SES level, handicaps, or a limited ability to 

use the English language. In addition, other Javit's 

goals include: 

a) Provide pre-service and inservice training for 

personnel working in the education of gifted and 

talented children. 

b) Establishment and operation of model projects and 

exemplary programs for the identification and 

education of gifted and talented students. These 

would include summer programs, as well as cooperative 

programs involving the business community, local and 

state industry, and education. 

c) Strengthen state educational agencies and higher 

education institutions in order to provide leadership 

and assistance to local school divisions and 

non-profit private schools in the planning, operation 

and improvement of gifted programs in the areas of 

identification and instructional delivery. 
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ad) Conduct research on the methods and techniques for 

identifying and teaching gifted and talented 

children. 

e) Conduct assessments to insure that Javits goals 

are being met. 

Even though there exist many incentives and efforts 

regarding the underrepresented of minority children in 

programs for the gifted, too little has changed in actual 

practice (Ford, 1994). The next section of the literature 

review will explore the conditions that exist as barriers 

to the identification and retention of many minority 

children in programs for the gifted and talented. 

Identification Barriers 

The identification of children for gifted programs 

within culturally diverse populations presents problems 

for many identification practices (Archambault, 1993; 

Baytops, 1994; Callahan & et.al, 1993; Clarke, 1993; Ford, 

1994). One of the primary dilemmas with identification is 

that most gifted students are identified through the use 

of some form of standardized intelligence or achievement 

test (Archambault, 1993). This often presents a barrier 

for many minority students who traditionally do not test 

well (Ford, 1994; Hale-Benson, 1987). This is especially 

true within the African American population (Baytops, 

1994; Clarke, 1993; Ford, 1994; Davidsonboro Schools, 
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1994a). The barriers from this identification practice 

are test bias, lack of validity and poor reliability when 

most minority populations are considered (Ford, 1994). As 

a former classroom teacher, this author had the 

opportunity to work with culturally diverse gifted and 

talented students from rural settings, as well as those 

from the inner-city. In that role the author became all 

too aware of these restricting barriers. During my tenure 

in South Carolina, all public schools were required to use 

the same identification process for every child being 

considered for placement into one of the state's gifted 

and talented programs. This identification practice 

called The Weighted Profile placed great emphasis on the 

one-dimensional standardized test data. Equitable 

identification practices that were culturally appropriate 

were not provided. This practice excluded many children 

from culturally diverse and low SES backgrounds who could 

have benefited from such programs. 

In many areas of the Commonwealth of Virginia, as well 

as nationally, gifted and talented children are often 

served within the regular classroom setting (Baytops, 

1994; Clarke, 1993; Ford, 1994; Starkey, 1994; Starkey & 

Clarke, 1994; U.S. Department of Education). All too 

frequently, teachers have received little or no training 

in gifted education. This lack of appropriate training in 

gifted education can often inhibit a teacher's 

effectiveness at identifying and differentiating the 
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curriculum (Clarke, 1993; Ford, 1994; U.S. Department of 

Education). 

In addition to inadequate identification practices and 

appropriate teacher training, many minority children find 

themselves in classroom settings where the principal 

teacher is White, often lacking adequate multi-cultural 

training and awareness (Ford, 1994). This lack of 

multicultural training, in combination with inadequate 

gifted education, significantly hinders most teachers in 

the identification and service of children from culturally 

diverse backgrounds (Ford, 1994; Hale-Benson, 1987). 

Barriers Resulting From Lack of Family Involvement 

Parents from culturally diverse backgrounds, especially 

African American parents, often find it difficult to | 

become involved in their children's educational pursuits. 

This is often the result of the negative perceptions they 

hold regarding school and experiences related to school 

(Ford, 1993; Hale-Benson, 1987; Hill, 1972; Sandis, 1970). 

Many of these parents had poor school encounters 

themselves. As a result of these prior school 

experiences, these parents are often untrusting of 

teachers, school administrators and other parents (Comer, 

1988b; Hale-Benson, 1987; Joffe, 1977). Often parents of 

culturally diverse children feel inadequate helping their 

children with homework and school assignments. This 

feeling of inadequacy also prevents them from volunteering 
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for classroom and school activities (Comer, 1984, 1988b; 

Joffe, 1977; Procidano & Fisher, 1992; Radin, 1970). 

Gifted and talented programs serving culturally diverse 

populations often miss valuable opportunities to assist 

the parent/family unit (Hale-Benson, 1987). The research 

conducted by Ford (1994) indicates that substantive 

parental involvement is necessary to enhance the 

achievement of children from culturally diverse 

backgrounds, especially African American children. This 

indicates to the child the importance of an education, as 

well as allowing the child to see that they are important 

to the parent (Comer, 1984; Ford, 1994). Increasing 

parental involvement in a child's education often 

motivates the child in a positive direction toward 

academic achievement (Comer, 1988b, Ford, 1994; Joffe, 

1977; Procidano & Fisher, 1992; Sandis, 1970). One of the 

goals of this research investigation was to examine the 

parental involvement and expectations of parents whose 

children were being served by a program designed for the 

academically talented. 

All parents can make important contributions to their 

child's educational development (Clarke, 1994, 1995; 

Comer, 1988b; Hale-Benson, 1987; Joffe, 1977). These 

contributions occur as parents become more involved in 

their child's education through the sharing of their 

native culture, personal interests and hobbies. Parents 

can also become involved by learning alternative parenting 
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strategies, techniques and by developing broad 

parent-child relationships focusing upon academic 

successes at school (Clarke, 1994, 1995). By using 

opportunities such as these, parents are able to become a 

vital part of their child's total educational development 

(Clarke, 1994, 1995; Comer, 1988b). 

Barriers to Retaining Minority Children in Gifted Programs 

Once culturally diverse children have been identified 

and placed into gifted programs, the concern for gifted 

educators then becomes the retention of these children 

(Baytops, 1994; Clarke, 1993; Ford, 1994). In an effort 

to overcome the tendency toward exodus, Ford (1994) 

considers the following variables to be of significance 

when planning and developing programs for children who are 

both academically talented and culturally diverse: (a) 

classroom climate; (b) multicultural education for 

teachers; (c) recruitment of racially and culturally 

diverse teachers in gifted education; and (d) increased 

meaningful parent and family involvement like that outline 

in the preceding section. 

Classroom Climate 

The climate of the classroom can have a tremendous 

“impact on the achievement of students (Edwards, 1976; 

Ford, 1994; Starkey, 1994). When children from diverse 

cultures are placed in instructional environments that are 
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empathetic, accepting, understanding, genuine and caring, 

teachers can anticipate gains across the academic and 

affective domains (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Ford, 1994; 

Hale-Benson, 1987). In addition to these gains, teachers 

who create these instructional environments often report 

enhanced classroom participation, increased problem 

solving performance and broader use of higher order 

thinking skills (Ford, 1994). 

Multicultural Education for Teachers 

Many teachers within the regular classroom environment 

lack a global understanding of children from diverse 

cultural backgrounds (Ford, 1994; Hale-Benson, 1987). Too 

often gifted minority students go unidentified because the 

culture of the school does not understand the family, 

community or cultural background of minority groups 

(Comer, 1984, 1985, 1988a, 1988c; Ford, 1994; Hale-Benson, 

1987). In recent years, multicultural education in 

schools has become more of a focus. Professional 

Organizations such an NAME (National Association for 

Multicultural Education), VAEG (Virginia Association for 

the Education of the Gifted) and NAGC (National 

Association for Gifted Children) have identified 

multicultural education as an important issue, however 

many school systems have not yet provided the necessary 

training and give lip service to these ideas. Some school 

districts are providing inservice training for faculty and 
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staff in an effort to increase the awareness of 

multicultural issues facing our society. Through an 

enhanced understanding of these issues, teachers should be 

more able to meet the special needs of culturally diverse 

children (Comer, 1984, 1988b; Ford, 1994). 

Summary 

All children in gifted and regular instructional 

programs need to be viewed as individuals possessing 

uniqueness and value (Comer, 1984; Gardner, 1987). This 

is even more important when culturally diverse children 

are considered (Clarke, 1993; Ford, 1994). 

Efforts must be made to understand the many factors 

that affect the identification, placement and retention of 

multicultural children in gifted programs (Ford, 1993; 

Davidsonboro Public Schools, 1994a; U.S. Department of 

Education, 1993). If greater numbers of minority students 

are to be included in programs for the gifted, educators 

must consider and implement broader definitions of 

giftedness (Gardner, 1987; Renzulli, 1994; Davidsonboro 

Public Schools, 1994a). The more inclusive definitions of 

giftedness postulated by Gardner (1987) and Renzulli 

(1994) should be encouraged. The PLATO site for this 

research investigation makes strides to be more inclusive 

of minority students by using identification procedures 

that are nonconventional (Davidsonboro Public Schools, 

1994a). Although this PLATO site does not subscribe 
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totally to the definition of giftedness put forth by 

Gardner (1993) or Renzulli (1994), it does make efforts to 

identify and retain greater numbers of minority children 

through a more flexible identification process (See 

Identification in the next section). 

Ford (1994) theorizes that for minority students to be 

successful in gifted programs, they must possess a feeling 

of ownership and belonging. Ford's study focused 

primarily on African-American children who were also 

gifted and talented. In contrast, the population of this 

research investigation were children from a variety of 

cultural backgrounds, as well as low SES levels. This 

author agrees with Ford's assessment. While as a teacher 

of gifted minority students in rural South Carolina, this 

author was able to observe success in his students when 

efforts were made to build an atmosphere of belonging 

within the gifted program. This sense of belonging was 

extended to peers, teachers, and administrators. All 

teachers who engage in the learning process with children 

from culturally diverse backgrounds must take the 

necessary steps toward understanding and respecting the 

cultural frame of reference from which these children 

originate (Clarke, 1993; Comer, 1984, 1988a; Ford, 1994). 

The teachers and administrators of the PLATO research site 

take steps to create a sense of belonging for their 

students through the cognitive and affective domains 

(Davidsonboro Public Schools, 1994a). This research 

35



investigation sought to understand how culturally diverse 

children develop and maintain successful academic and 

social trajectories in elementary school settings designed 

for academically talented children. 
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Davidsonboro Public Schools Program for Academically 

Talented Elementary Students 

PLATO 
(PLATO - Pupils Learning Appropriately TOgether) 

The material for this section was provided by the Office 

for the Academically Talented of the Davidsonboro Public 

Schools. 

INTRODUCTION 

The Davidsonboro Public Schools provides special 

instructional opportunities for all students who 

demonstrate aptitude or potential aptitude for general 

intellectual or specific academic performance that is 

beyond that of their chronological peers. For the purpose 

of this research endeavor, only the PLATO Model was 

examined. | 

The instructional opportunities for academically 

talented children are provided through participation in 

city-wide or school based programs specifically designed 

to meet the needs of a diverse population. The 

programming offered by the Davidsonboro Public Schools is 

flexible and dynamic. This is due in part to the child 

centered philosophy adopted by the Davidsonboro Public 

Schools. The economic and cultural make-up of the City of 

Davidsonboro precludes the exclusion of any child from 

participation in the PLATO program if potential for 

success is exhibited. The administrative staff, teachers, 

and parents provide the necessary teamwork for ensuring 
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the academic success of this population regardless of 

economic status (SES), ethnic origin, or physical 

disability. The goal of the Davidsonboro Public Schools 

is to meet che individual needs of each student and assist 

the student in developing a love of learning that will 

last a life time (Local Plan for the Education of Gifted 

Students, Davidsonboro Public Schools, 1994-1996). 

THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE DAVIDSONBORO PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

It is the philosophy of the Davidsonboro Public 

Schools' teachers and administrators that all children are 

unique. Through an understanding of how children construct 

knowledge and the multi-faceted methods of internalizing 

and using intellectual talents, The Davidsonboro Public 

School believes that all children can be successful 

learners. The differentiation of instruction that will 

effectively meet the needs of academically talented 

students who possess accelerated content knowledge iS a 

main feature of the PLATO program. The ability or 

potential ability to use that knowledge to recognize and 

solve problems through critically and creatively 

thoughtful processes is essential. 
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THE OBJECTIVES AND STRATEGIES OF PLATO 

PLATO - Pupils Learning Appropriately Together 

PLATO is an optional Center-based program for students 

in grades three through five who need differentiated 

instruction. Within the Center, grouping practices are 

flexible. The use of small group learning, including 

cross-grade grouping, allows students to progress 

according to their individual ability. Team teaching and 

cooperative planning are employed to allow for the 

continuity of instruction and flexibility of scheduling. 

An atmosphere of cooperation and mutual respect is 

established where students are able to be accepted as 

unique individuals. These students receive instruction 

that is appropriate for their level of development and 

proficiency. 

PLATO offers a differentiated, inclusive academic 

curriculum. The mastery levels of students are assessed 

in order to avoid the unnecessary repetition of 

instructional material. The curriculum is based upon 

concepts rather than content, using broad themes that are 

global in nature and are applicable to real life 

Situations and problems. Curricular enrichment adds to 

areas of learning that are not normally included in 

traditional settings and provides for the addition of more 

difficult or in-depth material on a given subject. This 

enrichment can include, but is not limited to, field 
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experiences away from school, guest speakers, seminars and 

teleconferencing that are related to the units of study 

under investigation and of individual interests to the 

students. 

One of the primary goals of the PLATO program is to 

enhance the development of students as independent 

learners. With the development of alternative thinking 

patterns, students make choices, and are allowed to 

develop options as they assume the responsibility for 

their learning. Through these choices and experiences, 

students should become independent and self directed. 

identification 

The goal of the PLATO Program for the Davidsonboro 

Public Schools is to serve elementary children who possess 

advanced aptitude or the potential for advanced aptitude 

that is beyond that of their chronological peers. 

Students who are identified for the PLATO Program are 

those with potential or exhibited aptitude in more than 

one academic discipline (i.e. mathematics, language arts, 

science, or social studies). Children identified for the 

PLATO program are students with an academic profile that 

exhibits two (2) standard deviations above the mean of 

chronological or grade level peers in ability and/or 

achievement as compared to peers from their home base 

school, and/or by examination of products, interviews or 

other means that are available. This identification 
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process allows for a greater latitude in the 

identification process as specific scores are not 

prescribed. Additionally, more children from culturally 

diverse backgrounds are identified and served through the 

PLATO Program. 

Services 

The guiding objectives for the services provided by 

PLATO are: 

1. To foster the development of independent, 

self-motivated learners. 

STRATEGIES FOR COMPLIANCE: Use advanced content, 

interdisciplinary concepts and technology to provide 

appropriate pacing and content for each student. 

2. Provide appropriate differentiated instruction to 
meet both the cognitive and affective needs of the 

individual student. 

STRATEGIES FOR COMPLIANCE: Assist students in identifying 

individual learning styles and modalities of learning that 

impact on a students's construction of knowledge. 

3. Compact curriculum in order to provide in-depth 

areas of study based on choice. 

STRATEGIES FOR COMPLIANCE: Provide students with ample 

opportunities for problem solving and risk taking ina 
safe environment. 

4. Focus on the development of skills in critical 

and creative thinking and problem solving. 

STRATEGIES FOR COMPLIANCE: Assess’ students level of 
instruction to avoid unnecessary repetition but develop 

basic skills for foundation learning. 
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Staff Development 

The Davidsonboro Public Schools recognized the fact 

that teachers of gifted and academically talented students 

need to be provided with training in appropriate 

techniques and strategies that differentiate the 

curriculum to meet the needs of this population. These 

staff development needs are accomplished by supporting the 

attendance of teachers at regional and state inservice 

opportunities, school district inservices and through 

conferences and workshops in recognizing and meeting the 

needs of the academically talented learner. In addition, 

the Davidsonboro Public Schools encourages all interested 

teachers to work towards the add-on endorsement in the 

field of gifted education. 

IDENTIFICATION AND PLACEMENT 

Referral 

The Davidsonboro Public Schools does not use individual 

ability testing such as the Otis Lenon School Ability Test 

aS part of the general identification process. This 

practice insures that students whose interests and 

motivation might be overlooked through more conventional 

selection methods are considered for the program. 

‘Students may be referred to PLATO by a peer, resource 

teacher, classroom teacher, building administrator, 

parent/guardian, community leader or by the student 
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him/her. Due to the ethnic and socioeconomic diversity 

that exists within the City of Davidsonboro, it is 

imperative that students be recognized for general 

intellectua’.. and specific academic aptitudes by methods 

other than normative standings on system-wide standardized 

assessments. Intense efforts are made to refer those 

students who come from low socioeconomic or culturally 

different environments as well as those who are learning 

disabled and physically handicapped. 

Screening 

The Davidsonboro Public Schools subscribes to a 

screening and identification process for PLATO that is 

inclusive as opposed to exclusive. In that direction, the 

school division makes every effort possible to find and 

include students who would benefit from the programs that 

are provided. Most students are screened using the 

following criteria: 

1] Computer selection of students performing two (2) 

standard deviations above the mean of chronological or 

grade level peers for their home base school on the IOWA 

Test of Basic Skills. 
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2] Review of student products or interviews with the 

student, parent and/or classroom teacher being considered 

for inclusion in the PLATO Program. 

PLATO CURRICULUM FRAMEWORK 

The curriculum framework for the PLATO Program insures 

curriculum differentiation through a CONTENT, PROCESS, and 

PRODUCT format. Within these domains the curriculum is 

Gifferentiated through the following: 

Content 

1. In-depth studies well beyond the scope of the 

regular grade-level curricula. 

2. Addition of depth and breadth to content studies 
based upon interests and motivation. 

3. Problem solving activities integrated into the 
content that require high levels of critical and 
creative thinking. 

4. Emphasis on divergent, open-ended questioning and 

real life problem solving by using content 

knowledge as the building blocks. 

Process 

1. Provide experiences incorporating both process and 
content relative to the interests of the student. 

2. Establish criteria and evaluate self - based upon 

student designed rubrics. 

3. Provide cooperative learning experiences which 

develop effective self-directed behaviors as well 

aS responsive and collaborative group 

expectations. 

4. Create opportunities to encounter problems 

that are applicable to the real world. 

5. Provide experiences that raise students levels of 

awareness to differences in the modalities of 
learning and the construction of knowledge as they 
relate to academic endeavors. 
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Product 

1. Product choices provided based on learning 
modalities and personality type to ensure 

successful construction of knowledge. 
Product evaluation designed for self, peer, and 

teacher use. 

Product designed to require analysis, synthesis, 
and evaluation skills as prescribed in Blooms 

Taxonomy. In addition, planning and organization 
skills are to be included. 
Product designed to develop the use of 
technological skilis. 
Products that are applicable to the real world. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of this research was to investigate the 

Characteristics allowing children who are both culturally 

diverse and academically talented to be successful ina 

program designed for gifted students. In addition, 

teacher characteristics and expectations, educational 

programming for academically advanced children, as well as 

parental expectations relating to the academic and social 

successes were also examined and studied. 

RATIONALE 

Research investigations have examined the effects of 

educational programming, teacher characteristics and 

expectations, as well as those characteristics and 

expectations present in culturally diverse and low SES 

populations (Ford, 1994; Maddux, Samples-Lakmann, & 

Cummings, 1985; Van Tassel-Baska, 1989). However, few 

studies have examined the interactions between these 

factors and how they relate to gifted programming provided 

to a broad culturally diverse population in elementary 

settings. This research investigation sought to identify 

those academic and social factors that relate to success 

in academically talented elementary children from 

culturally diverse populations and low SES populations. 
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A student's unique style of learning and how these 

learning styles interact with the educational programming 

of curriculum compacting and curriculum differentiation, 

as well as other instructional methods, can provide 

valuable insights for developing learning opportunities 

and programs for students from culturally diverse 

backgrounds (Torrance, 1976). The teacher is perhaps the 

most important component in any learning environment or 

setting. Personality, as well as attitude and expectation 

variables exhibited by the teacher are tremendously 

influential (Comer, 1985; Maddux, et al, 1985; Starkey, 

1994). Research has been conducted that examines the 

preference of academically successful students for 

selected teacher characteristics (Maddux, et al, 1985). 

Clark's (1983) research on teacher characteristics 

indicates that students in general consider both the 

intellectual and personal-social characteristics of 

teachers to be important. Even though research studies 

like these exist, few have examined the unique impact of 

these teacher characteristics upon the performance of 

children who are both academically talented and culturally 

diverse. 

Parents too, play an extremely important role in the 

academic development of children (Comer, 1985; 

‘Hale-Benson, 1987; Joffe, 1977; Sandis, 1970). The value 

of an education and reaching for the child's maximum 

potential are put into place by parents. Richard Riley, 
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Secretary of Education, in his report "Strong Families, 

Strong Schools" (Riley, 1994c) calls upon parents to 

increase their participation in educational endeavors. 

This report indicates that the single most important 

factor in the early acquisition of knowledge and skills, 

such as reading by children, is parental involvement. 

Though numerous studies have examined the effects of 

parents and families upon the academic achievement of 

children, few have examined the interactions between 

parenting styles and expectations, teacher characteristics 

and expectations, as well as the specific educational 

programming that are different from those most often 

experienced in the regular classroom (Edwards, 1976; 

Garabaldi, 1992; Hale-Benson, 1987; Harris, 1990; Joffe, 

1977; Prom-Jackson, Johnson, & Wallace, 1987; Riley, 

1994a, 1994b, 1994c). 

This research investigation sought to expose and 

understand the interactions that exist between the 

educational programming, teacher characteristics and 

expectations, as well as parental expectations of 

academically talented children from culturally diverse 

backgrounds. The investigation also attempted to reveal 

those characteristics leading to academic and social 

successes within these populations. This investigation 

used the self-contained focus group research format for 

the purpose of data collection and data analysis. 
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In addition to the focus group sessions for student 

participants, each students participating in this study 

completed a PLATO Student Survey. The PLATO Student 

Survey was a Likert instrument designed from the focus 

group question frames. Data from the survey was used to 

check and verify the data collected from the student focus 

group session. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The primary questions guiding this research were: 

1) 

2) 

3) 

What are the characteristics that allow 

children who are both academically 

talented and culturally diverse to be 

successful in a program designed for 

gifted students? 

What is the relationship between high 

parent and teacher expectations for 

students and their actual performance? 

How are the academic and social successes 

of children who are both culturally 

diverse and academically talented 

affected by the educational programming 

they receive? 
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METHOD 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to 

investigate the characteristics allowing children who are 

both academically talented and culturally diverse to be 

academically and socially successful in a program designed 

for gifted talented children. It was hoped that by 

closely studying successful students from these 

populations that it would be possible to gain a greater 

understanding of the interactions between these factors 

and how they establish and maintain a success trajectory. 

Through this enhanced understanding, it is hoped that 

educators will be in a better position to provide 

educational experiences that will enhance academic and 

social successes for these students. 

Hammersly and Atkinson (1983) have provided a research 

guide regarding qualitative research. These researchers 

maintain that ethnographic methods allow for direct 

participation with the daily lives of our research 

participants, to observe their interactions, ask 

questions, and listen. These characteristics of 

qualitative investigation allow data to be collected that 

probe deeply into the topic or issue under investigation. 

The self-contained focus group method for conducting 

qualitative research was used in this investigation. The 

self-contained focus group method can be used to explore 

new research areas or to examine well-known questions from 

the research participants' own perspective. The goal of 

50



the focus group is to get closer to the participants' 

understanding of the researcher's topic of interest 

(Morgan, 1988). Therefore, qualitative and ethnographic 

methods were used to conduct self-contained focus groups 

of students, parents and teachers at the PLATO research 

site. The use of focus groups provided for the 

examination of characteristics and interactions that 

allowed high ability elementary students from culturally 

diverse backgrounds to be academically and socially 

successful in a program designed for gifted students. 
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TIME FRAME 

This study was designed to be conducted during the Fall 

1995 school semester. The following timetable was used: 

September 1995 - December 1995 

- Obtained parental permission for PLATO students to 

participate in the research study. 

- Secured final permission from the Davidsonboro 

Public Schools 

October 1995 - December 1995 

- FULL IMPLEMENTATION OF RESEARCH DESIGN 

* Formatioz of research focus groups 

* Collection of data 
* Transcribe focus group data 

* Preliminary data analysis 

- Closure of data collection December, 8 1995 

January 1996 - April 1996 

- Data Analysis 

- Writing of the final research report. 

April 1996 

- Final Examination 
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SETTING 

PLATO Model: Davidsonboro Public Schools, 

Davidsonboro, Virginia 

A predetermined PLATO (Pupils Learning Appropriately 

TOgether) site for high ability, academically talented 

students was selected as the site for this research 

investigation. The selected PLATO site served students 

from a wide range of cultural and social strata. Three 

teachers, as well as the Coordinator for the Academically 

Talented for the Davidsonboro Public Schools, comprised 

this instructional team. PLATO students received 

instruction that was deemed appropriate for their 

developmental level and proficiency as prescribed by the 

PLATO model outlined in the Programs for the Academically 

Talented of the Davidsonboro Public Schools. 

PARTICIPANTS 

The participants in this research study were the 

students from the selected PLATO site, teachers, 

administrative staff members, parents and researcher. 

Human research regulations, as well as the Research 

Guidelines for Davidsonboro Public Schools, were followed 

in order to protect the rights and identities of all | 

participating in this research effort. 
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students 

Students from culturally diverse and low SES 

backgrounds enrolled at the selected PLATO site were used 

for this research investigation. Research participants 

taking part in this research effort were required to have 

a grade placement equivalent to fourth or fifth grade. 

This is in keeping with the research indicating that many 

elementary students from culturally diverse and low SES 

backgrounds begin to experience academic failure and 

social difficulties around grade four (Hale-Benson, 1987). 

This requirement also insured that the student 

participants in this study had a minimum of one full year 

in the PLATO program and were familiar with its processes. 

Students participating in the school division's free or 

reduced lunch program, as well as students from culturally 

diverse backgrounds were selected as participants for this 

research investigation. Selection and parental permission 

to participate was obtained during the Fall 1995 school 

semester. 

The data sources for this research investigation were 

self-contained focus group interviews, PLATO Student 

Survey, classroom observations and discussions. 

Approximately 9 children from the selected PLATO site's 

fourth and fifth grade groups comprised the total student 

research population. Children from culturally diverse 

backgrounds were selected for inclusion in this study 

based upon the ethnic identification coding system of the 
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Davidsonboro Public Schools where 2 = African American, 

3 = Asian/Hispanic, or 4 = Other. Children from low SES 

backgrounds were selected for inclusion in the study based 

upon their participation in the school division's free or 

reduced lunch program. It was possible for students to 

belong to both the culturally diverse population as well 

as the low SES population. Two self-contained student 

focus groups were formed by combining children from both 

the culturally diverse and low SES groups. 

Teachers 

The classroom teacher is perhaps the most vital and 

valuable resource in any educational program. The three 

teachers of the selected PLATO site worked as an 

instructional team to meet the varied needs of their 

diverse student population. As part of the data 

collection process, PLATO teachers participated in 

self-contained focus group discussions in order to obtain 

a broad understanding of the teachers' beliefs and 

attitudes regarding the academic and social successes of 

their students, their individual teacher characteristics 

and the educational programming used at the selected PLATO 

site. 
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Parents 

Parents are a vital element in the chain of influences 

that work toward helping a child to be ultimately 

successful (Comer, 1988b; Hale-Benson, 1987: Riley, 1994a, 

1994b; Sandis, 1970). Information from parents regarding 

their children was obtained from self-contained focus 

group discussion conducted by the researcher and the 

Coordinator for the Academically Talented for the 

Davidsonboro Public Schools. 

Researcher 

The presence of an observer in any setting has an 

impact on the events that are happening (Ely, Anzul, 

Friedman, Garner, & Steinmetz, 1991; Morgan, 1988; Patton, 

1980). As an observer, the presence of the researcher can 

have an impact on the events that occur where observations 

and discussions take place (Fortune, 1995; Nespor, 1994). 

Currently, the investigator is a third year doctoral 

student in Curriculum and Instruction. His educational 

background includes a bachelor's degree in Elementary 

Education as well as a master's degree in Elementary 

Education with an emphasis in Gifted Education. He has 

been a classroom teacher for eleven years and have had 

teaching experience in middle school science, pre-algebra, 

self-contained elementary grades, as well as pullout 

programs for gifted and talented students in grades three 
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through eight. In addition to his teaching experience, he 

has been a teacher evaluator. During the past three years 

of his doctoral program, he has been the supervisor 

student teachers in a NK-5 Student Teacher Model. 

DATA COLLECTION 

SELF-CONTAINED FOCUS GROUPS 

David L. Morgan (1988) states that as a self contained 

method, focus groups are well suited for exploring new 

research areas or examining well-known research questions 

from the research participants' own perspective. The goal 

of focus group research is to get closer to participants' 

understandings, attitudes, and beliefs regarding the 

research topic under investigation (Fortune, 1995: Morgan, 

1988). Focus group research relies upon a group format 

for conducting qualitative interviews. A focus group is 

comprised of individuals who have similar interests or 

characteristics that are relevant to the research that is 

being conducted. As a group, participants are presented 

questions of interest by the researcher and are allowed to 

discuss and debate the questions or ideas. Members of the 

focus group are allowed to respond to the prompting 

question, address related questions to other group members 

and discuss responses with the other members of the focus 

group. Data obtained through a qualitative process such as 

self-contained focus groups can be combined with, related 

37



to and checked against a variety of other data sources. AS 

a result, a rich, broad understanding and insight 

regarding events is made possible (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; 

Hammersly & Atkinson, 1983; Marshall, Rossman, 1989; 

Morgan, 1988; Silverman, 1993). 

PARTICIPANTS 

Independent, self-contained focus groups of PLATO 

students, teachers, and parents were conducted. These 

independent, self-contained focus-groups were necessary 

due to the various subgroups required for this research 

investigation. Each independent subgroup was composed of 

individuals from similar backgrounds, attributes and 

characteristics, thus allowing for heterogeneity within 

each of the subgroups. 

SIZE OF FOCUS GROUPS 

When considering the membership size for self-contained 

focus groups there are several issues to be examined. 

From a substantive perspective, the dynamics of discussion 

and interaction are likely to be different as the group 

size changes. Small groups demand a greater contribution 

from each group member. This need to make a greater 

individual contribution to the group often produces a 

dynamic of higher involvement through the life of the 

focus group session (Morgan, 1988). Morgan (1988) 

suggests that a membership size of four should be the 
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smallest group size with 12 being the upper limit for 

focus group research. 

SOURCE OF PARTICIPANTS 

Research participants for this study were students, 

parents and teachers from the selected PLATO site of the 

Davidsonboro Public School System. Student participants 

were selected based upon their ethnic status or from their 

participation in the school division's free or reduced 

lunch program. Parent participants were chosen from the 

student subgroup membership. All three PLATO teachers of 

the selected PLATO site, as well as the Coordinator for 

the Academically Talented of the Davidsonboro Public 

Schools comprised the teacher focus group. This selection 

process resulted in groups that had been systematically 

selected and produced data and findings that were specific 

only to the selected PLATO site. 

RESEARCHER INVOLVEMENT 

Morgan (1988) states that low levels of researcher 

involvement are important for research investigations that 

are exploring in nature and high levels of researcher 

participation are appropriate for research investigations 

that have a strong external agenda. For the purpose of 

this research investigation a relatively high degree of 

researcher involvement was used. The researcher conducted 
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all focus group sessions, maintained reflections journals 

and field notes, and analyzed all data sources. The 

researcher used prepared question frames to guide the 

various focus group sessions. In addition the researcher 

maintained a relatively high degree of control with 

respect to keeping the research participants focused on 

the issues under investigation. This high degree of 

involvement allowed the researcher to redirect discussions 

that became unproductive and to probe areas in which the 

researcher was more interested. High researcher 

involvement ensured that the topics of this research 

investigation were covered. 

DATA DOCUMENTATION 

A written record of all self-contained focus-group 

sessions was constructed and maintained. In addition, all 

focus group sessions were tape-recorded and transcribed. 

Detailed field notes and reflection journals were 

maintained by the researcher. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Analysis of the data collected through the 

self-contained focus groups, PLATO Student Survey, field 

notes and researcher journals was continuous and on-going. 

Insights, reflections, and questions regarding this 

research process were maintained by the researcher in the 

field notes and reflection journals. Data collected 
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through the various focus groups, journals and other 

sources were organized into four files and subdivided into 

categories. These files were identified as STUDENT, 

TEACHER, PARENT, and OTHER. These titles reflected the 

data sources. The file titled OTHER was used to organize 

material that did not seem to fit into the overall 

structure of the research design. Each file was topically 

and alphabetically organized into categories, thus 

allowing for ease in the data analysis process. Focus 

group data obtained through this research process was 

analyzed using a combination of qualitative and 

ethnographic methods. A systematic coding of the data 

using context and comparative analysis was employed. 

Through the ethnographic analysis of the data, direct 

quotations from group discussions were used to support 

findings from the research. Content analysis of the focus 

group data produced descriptive information that was used 

to substantiate the ethnographic findings (Morgan, 1988). 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS STUDY 

Historically, minority and low SES students have been 

under-represented groups in programs for the academically 

talented. A survey conducted by Van Tassel-Baska (1989) 

at the College of William and Mary, supports these 

findings. Her research found a clear underrepresentation 

of minority, culturally diverse and low SES students in 

programs for the academically talented. To compound this 
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problem, many students from culturally diverse and low SES 

backgrounds have difficulty just meeting the academic 

demands of the regular classroom environment. The 

following questions keep reoccurring: "What is the 

relationship between academically successful elementary 

students from culturally diverse and low SES, their 

teachers and their parents?" To take this a step further, 

"What lessons can be learned from these academically 

successful elementary students that will assist educators 

in providing instructional opportunities that allow for a 

greater degree of success within the more global 

population of all children, especially those from 

culturally diverse and low SES backgrounds?" . 

Joy Baytops (1994), the Assistant Director of Gifted 

Services for the Department of Education for the | 

Commonwealth of Virginia, in her address to the Board of 

Directors of the Virginia Association for the Education of 

the Gifted, indicated that the Department of Education is 

interested in identifying programs within the state that 

are meeting with success in providing services to our 

culturally diverse and low SES academically and socially 

successful populations. The PLATO Model of the 

Davidsonboro Public Schools represents such a program. 

As Renzulli (1994) reminds us, all children can benefit 

from the pedagogical treatments most often associated with 

programs designed for academically talented students. It 

was hoped that information obtained from this research 
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endeavor would reveal how the relationship between teacher 

and parents expectations and educational programming 

assist children who are both academically talented and 

culturally uiverse to have successes in an educational 

setting designed for gifted children. 

LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY 

As with any research investigation, there were 

limitations to be encountered and resolved. Many 

qualitative researchers recommend setting boundaries and 

limitations as the first step in preparing to conduct 

qualitative research (Miles & Huberman, 1984; Patton, 

1980). This research investigation was limited by the 

research questions, the targeted populations, site 

location and time. These limiting factors will not allow 

for the generalization of findings normally found in 

quantitative studies. As such, these limitations and 

restrictions served as the navigator of the research and 

findings that were collected. 
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CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS 

Review of Research Methodology 

Data for this research investigation were obtained by 

conducting self-contained focus group sessions. 

Participants in these focus groups were PLATO students, 

their parents and teachers. Comparisons and contrasts of 

the transcripts were made between the various groups. In 

addition to the focus group sessions, students were 

administered a PLATO Student Survey that was used to 

verify the information obtained from their focus group 

sessions. The transcripts and the PLATO Student Survey 

allowed for the emergence of common threads and themes 

between the participating groups. 

The analysis of the data from this research 

investigation began with an overall guiding research 

question: What are the characteristics that allow 

children who are both academically talented and culturally 

diverse to be academically and socially successful ina 

program designed for gifted children? The answer to this 

question appears to be that academic and social successes 

for culturally diverse children are best achieved when 

there is a three way interaction between parents, teachers 

and a challenging and differentiated instructional 

setting. 
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The participants in this investigation were 4th and 5th 

grade students from a pre-selected PLATO Center of the 

Davidsonboro Public Schools, their parents, PLATO 

teachers, Coordinator for the Academically Talented and 

the researcher. The PLATO Center selected as the site for 

this study had a student body representing a wide range of 

culturally diverse children. Sixty percent (25 of 43) of 

the students assigned to the research sites 4th and 5th 

grade classes were from culturally diverse groups. 

Culturally diverse students and their parents were 

randomly selected by the researcher using a random number 

table froma computer generated list of 4th and 5th grade 

PLATO students assigned to the research site. Students 

having an ethnic code greater than 1 (1 being Caucasian), 

using the ethnic coding system of the Davidsonboro Public 

Schools, or those who participated in the school divisions 

free or reduced lunch program were identified as being 

culturally diverse and became eligible to participate in 

this study. The goal of the study was to involve 

approximately ten culturally diverse PLATO students who 

were assigned to the research site, their parents and 

teachers. Initially sixteen students were randomly 

selected for participation. The over sampling of the 

population made provisions for students who may wish to 

withdraw from the study for any reason. Students and 

their parents were allowed to withdraw at any time by 

simply contacting one of the people listed at the bottom 
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of the permission form. From the original sixteen 

randomly selected participants, seven exercised their 

right to withdraw, leaving nine students and their parents 

who participated in the study. The primary reason given by 

the parents for not participating and withdrawing from the 

study was a concern regarding not being able to fully 

participate in all focus group sessions as a result of 

conflicts with work schedules, family arrangements and 

other prior commitments. In addition to traditional 

family units, many of the parents participating in this 

study were single parents, parents living in the home of 

other family members or parents who had more that one job. 

It should be noted that all of those who chose to withdraw 

did so before attending the first focus group session. 

The self contained focus group method for conducting 

qualitative research was used for this research 

investigation due to its close resemblance to the 

cooperative learning, multi-grade level grouping and 

teaming instructional strategies employed in the PLATO 

model. Through-the use of these grouping practices, PLATO 

students have become familiar with the group discussion 

format present in the self contained focus group method. 

The focus group research method relies upon a group 

discussion format for conducting qualitative interviews. 

Focus groups are composed of individuals who have similar 

interests and characteristics that are relevant to the 

research being conducted. In a focus group, participants 
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were presented questions of interest to the researcher and 

were allowed to respond to the prompting question, address 

related questions to other group members, as well as 

discuss presented responses. This form of debate and 

discussion often allows for a consensus response from 

within the focus group membership. Members are also free 

to disagree with the view of the group and can exercise 

the option to state their own opinions. These elements 

were especially desirable for the student focus groups 

sessions as students were able to verify and clarify the 

responses of themselves and fellow students. This 

naturally occurring process assisted in the data analysis 

phase. It should be noted that tabulation of individual 

responses in order to determine percentages and number 

values are often unable to be calculated due to the nature 

of the focus group discussions. 

Three focus group sets were used: 

Student Focus Group(s): 

Two groups, A and B, were formed from the randomly 

selected student participants. Each group contained both 

4th and 5th grade PLATO students from the selected site. 

Focus group sessions for groups A and B were conducted 

independently of each other. Student Focus Group A 

contained 5 students and Student Focus Group B contained 4 

students. There was approximately the same degree of 

student involvement among the participants in each group 

even though the groups were of different sizes. 
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Parent Focus Group: 

One Parent Focus Group was formed from the randomly 

selected PLATO student participants. This group was small 

and membersz.ip varied over the course of the two scheduled 

meetings. : 

Teacher Focus Group: 

One Teacher Focus Group was formed that was composed of 

the PLATO teachers, Coordinator for the Academically 

Talented and Building Principal. 

Each focus group session had a duration of 

approximately forty-five minutes. See Appendix B for a 

complete set of the question frames used for each focus 

group session. All focus group sessions were tape recorded 

and transcribed. 

Data Analysis 

In an overall analysis of the data, there seem to be 

qualitative differences among the research participants 

regarding what school or academic success actually is for 

culturally diverse students. For students, school or 

academic success was equated with making good grades and 

completing assignments. Parent participants indicated 

that grades too were important and that these were an 

indication that their child was learning. Parents also 

indicated that seeing their child functioning in 

leadership roles was also an indicator of school success. 

Leadership was described by the parents as times when 
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their children were leading group projects with other 

students or assuming leadership roles such as fifth grade 

class president. Teachers participating in this study 

equated school or academic success for their students as 

Children who were happy at school and felt good about 

themselves and their learning or accomplishments. CHART A 

reveals this qualitative difference among the research 

participants when academic or school success is 

considered: 

ene wee ee eee re cee eee ee wee ee ec ee ee eee ee ee i ee ea ee 

| INDICATOR | STUDENT |PARENT | TEACHER | 

Grades 

Completing Assignments 

Leadership 

Happy-Content Children 

Inner Satisfaction - 

Good Self-Esteem 
mm ee cee ee ec ce ee ee ee ee ee we ee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee i es 

From CHART A we are able to see that there are few 

overlapping indicators of success between the three 

research participant groups. For students grades and 

completing assignments were indicators of success in 

school. Parents too considered grades to be an important 

indicator of school success as well as leadership roles 

within the classroom. Interestingly, for the teacher 

participants, happy-content children with inner 

satisfaction and good self-esteem were the leading 
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indicators of school success. Only the indicator GRADES 

overlapped between the parent and student participants. 

This chart also reveals clearly how the concept of SUCCESS 

is viewed differently by those involved in the lives of 

the student participants of this study. 

CHART A raises some questions regarding academic 

success that are not answered by the data from this study. 

For the teacher participants, success indicators fell 

within the affective domain. At no time during the course 

of this study did teachers link success for their students 

with grades and assignment completion. Unlike the 

teachers, both parent and student participants connected 

academic success to the cognitive domain. Grades and 

assignment completion were clear indicators of academic 

success for these participants. | 

A question not answered through this study is why 

teachers did not consider grades and assignment completion 

as indicators of academic success? Another question 

raised but not answered is why do parents and students 

focus on grades and completing assignments as indicators 

of academic success and not on the affective components of 

self-esteem and inner satisfaction? 

CHART B reveals how the indicators of social success 

provided by the research participants overlap, indicating 

their perceptions regarding the meaning of social success. 

Student participants viewed social success as getting 

along with others and having lots of friends as supported 
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by the data from the student survey that indicated social 

success was having lots of friends. Parents also indicated 

that social success for their children was the ability to 

get along with others, as well as meeting the behavioral 

expectations that had been established by themselves and 

the teachers. For the teacher participants, social 

success for culturally diverse students participating in 

this study was a combination of getting along with others, 

meeting behavioral expectations and becoming a productive 

citizen. 

Even though most members of our society consider the 

academic program of the school as its primary goal, 

schools also serve as a socializing agent for students. 

One of the purposes of an educational system is to 

socialize students into the main stream of society (Dewey, 

1916). Another function of the school system is to 

transmit society's values to students through being a part 

of the total school experience (Dewey, 1916). 
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Having Lots of Friends 

Getting Along With 
Others 

Expectations 

Becoming a Productive 

| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
| Meeting Behavioral 

| 
| 

| 
| Citizen 

| 

CHART B reveals that the students viewed having friends 

and getting along with others as important indicators of 

social success. Parents too, saw getting along with 

others as an indicator of social success in school, as 

well as meeting the behavioral expectations set by 

themselves and their child's teachers. The teachers 

perceived social success for their students as being a 

combination of getting along with others, meeting 

behavioral expectations and becoming a productive citizen. 

Like with academic success, there were issues and 

questions raised regarding social success that were not 

answered by the data. Why were teachers the only 

participants who felt that becoming a productive citizen 

was an indicator of social success? Why did students, but 

not parents and teachers, indicate that having "lots of 

friends" was an indicator of social success at school? 

CHARTS A and B have been used to summarize indicators 

from the transcripts that indicate academic and social 
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success for students in this study. CHART A revels that 

student, parent and teacher had divergent ideas as to the 

indicators of academic success. This chart shows few 

overlapping indicators for academic success between the 

participant groups. In contrast, CHART B, reveals more of 

a consensus between indicators for social success among 

the research participants. 

The following sections, "Student Perceptions Regarding 

School Success", "Parent Perceptions, Involvement and 

Expectations" and "The Effects of External Factors on the 

Success of Culturally Diverse Children: Teachers and 

Educational Programming" will provide additional detail 

regarding the overall global success of culturally diverse 

Children participating in this study. Each section 

includes excerpts from the transcripts as well as 

quantitative data as appropriate from the PLATO Student 

Survey that was completed by the student participants. 

Student Perceptions Regarding School Success 

The students participating in this research study were 

aware of and able to articulate several ways one could be 

successful. The students indicated they felt they were 

academically successful in school and that school success 

was important to them (See TABLE 1). To these children 

success was described as "reaching a goal", "hard work", 

"making the most of your talents like singing or acting", 

"Making money", and "having a dream and working to see 
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that dream come true". School success to these children 

contained some of these same elements. The student 

participants describe school success as: 

"Getting good grades." 

"Getting all of your work done and turned 

in on time." 

"Um, making good grades. Um, I mean like 
doing your work and then making good 
grades so that you can pass." 

"Good marks on your papers." 

"Making A's and B's." 

These excerpts from the transcripts reflect an overall 

traditional middle class view of what academic success 

should be for elementary school children. Approximately 

fifty percent of the children participating in this study 

were from middle class families. The remaining fifty 

percent of these students were from low SES families, yet 

many of these children held the same middle class views of 

academic success. 

It was interesting to note that for one of the members 

of a student identity group academic success did not hold 

to these traditional descriptions. This student's concept 

of learning and success was different than that of his 

teacher as the following excerpt reveals: 

I think it is sort of what your teacher thinks of 

you. My teacher thinks I'm lousy and [that] I don't 

do my work right. I think that she's wrong, I know 

that I am successful. 
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Teachers, too, were considered to be instrumental in 

helping these students to be globally successful in 

school. TABLE 2 reveals the strong importance the 

students placed upon their teachers regarding their school 

success. 

NOTE: TABLES 1-9 in this chapter use the following Likert 
scale which should be used in interpreting the findings: 

Strongly Disagree 
Disagree 

Agree 
Strongly Agree mm 

W
N
 

1. I feel that I am successful in school. 3.25] 

—
 

2. School success is important to me. ; 4.00] 

The students also indicated that school success was 

important to their parents and that their parents were 

very interested and involved in their school work (See 

TABLE 3). The students revealed that their parents' idea 

of success at school centered around them doing their 

best, making good grades and staying out of trouble. Some 

student examples are: 
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my mom tells me when I go to school 

to do my best, try your best. 

Try your best and if you have any . 

questions, just ask, or just come home 

and we'll go over it,{me and my 

parents]. 

She, my momma and dad [are] like this, all they want 

you to do is your best. If you bring home an F [on a 

paper], maybe he just tells you to study harder, but 

my mom is like , if I bring home an F [paper] she at 

least wants me to do it over. Study real hard. 

That's not my father, he just wants me to do my 

best. 

1. School success is important to my parents. 

2. My parents help me to have school success. 

school assignments. 

4. My parents and I often talk about how I am 

| 
| 

| 
| 
| 3. My parents often give me help with my 
| : 

| 
| 
| doing in school. 

These students indicated that they had a clear 

3.625| 
| 

3.750 | 

understanding of their parents' expectations for their 

school performance and what the consequences were for when 

they did not meet those expectations (See TABLE 4). 
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students shared: 

"Well, when I bring home an F, ah, I'm in for a good 

long parent talk and that's almost the worst thing 

you could ever get!" 

"(When I make a low grade or I don't do my best] 

sometimes [they] will send me to bed early or I will 

have to sit up in my bedroom and think about what I 

have done. When I make an A I amin for a kiss and a 

hug and all of that mushy stuff." 

"When I bring a bad grade home my dad will talk to me 

for about 30 minutes, well my dad wasn't successful 

[in school], he failed a couple of grades, so he 

knows how it's like, so he doesn't get on me real bad 

because he knows how it felt." 

"My parents expect good grades. I've never made an 

F, which I'm glad of that. If I get an A, my mom 

[will] take me to my papaw's and he will see the 

grade and give [me a reward]." 

My Parents clearly communicate to me their 3.125] 
expectations for my school performance. | 

| 
My parents clearly communicate to me how I 3.875 | 
am expected to behave at school | 

Even though the students participating in this study 
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Clearly knew their parents expectations for their academic 

and behavioral performance, the majority of them felt 

pressured to do well at school. The students indicated 

that this pressure was self imposed for the most part or 

was directly put into place by their parents in many 

instances as a student shared: 

and I know if I don't do my best I'll be in for 

punishment and my mom, she just pressures me to get 

an A or B. I'll totally freak out if I get a C on 

something and so I am just sort of scared to give it 

to her. [It's] scary when you get pressured. 

This excerpt, as well as the preceding excerpts, reveal 

the extrinsic factors that influence student academic 

performance in school. These extrinsic factors appear to 

be used by parents and extended family members for 

motivating these children. Though these extrinsic rewards 

are often viewed by the children as being desirable, they 

play a part in placing pressures upon these students to 

achieve and reach the expectations that have been set by 

their parents. 

Even though the majority of the focus group discussions 

centered around the extrinsic factors put into place by 

their parents, there was one student who identified 

intrinsic factors that motivated the student's academic 

successes in school: 

Well...I think I pressure myself. When I was in 

third grade I used to be scared to even get a B 
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because my grandma [kept] telling me straight A's is 

the best. And every time I got a B I was like, Oh 

NO, Oh NO. My parents are going to kill me. My 

parents took me to a doctor, a psychologist. He 

helped me. Now I am only afraid of C's. 

In addition to academic success the students were asked 

to discuss those elements that allowed them to be socially 

successful in school. For these students, social success 

was defined as "having many friends" and "getting along 

with others" (See TABLE 5). Many of the children 

indicated that the grouping arrangements found within the 

PLATO model allowed them to experience social success with 

fellow classmates and peers. One key component was the 

use of multi-grade grouping, as well as the wide variety 

of other grouping practices used by their teachers. These 

students indicated that working within these groups 

allowed you to "learn how to get along with people": 

[In PLATO] we're all like, kind of like a family 

because we're all friends. Everybody knows 

everybody. {This helps] you learn how to deal with 

different kinds of people. 

However, it is interesting to note from the student 
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survey that even though these students felt that social 

success and having friends was important at school, it did 

not have a tremendous impact upon their academic successes 

(See TABLE 5 & 6). 
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ee reece ee ew meee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee eee eee ee ee ee ee ee ee ie ee 

Parent Expectations and Involvement 

For the parents of the culturally diverse students 

participating in this research investigation, school 

success to them was directly linked to learning and 

grades: 

I guess for me [school success] would be 

learning...the learning experience...because 

[learning] helps [the children]. 

The consensus of the parent participants considered 

grades to be the best indicator of academic success for 

their children. Overall, parents in this study did not 

always expect their children to make A's. However, the 

grade the child earned was considered to be a direct 

reflection of the degree of success their children were 

experiencing in school: 

{An A equals success [to me]. {When my child] makes 

a A, I know where they are. [However a C could equal 

success], as long as it is their best, and it depends 

upon the subject. Like in the beginning of the 

school year, [my child] was having trouble with 
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social studies, for instance, she was really having 

trouble and she made aC. [The C was success for her 

because it was her best]. 

The parents felt that their children were very motivated 

by grades and good school performance. Parents indicated 

that for their children, grades were the most important 

indicator of school success: 

[Grades are very important to my child]. At least 

for Sarah it's, if I don't get an A, I don't please 

mom or dad. We're trying to mellow this out a little 

bit [by telling her that] it's great that you get an 

A, [but what is equally as important is that you just 

do your best]. 

The parents also revealed that this motivation to make 

good grades was probably caused by themselves, as result 

of their discussions and talks with their children: 

I think she got [the idea about grades being so 

important] from me. It's something that I was raised 

with when I was growing up. {My parents expected top 

grades from me] and I rebelled pretty bad with my 

parents. [My grades] actually went down because I 

thought, 'Well fine, if I can't please them, I just 

might as well not even try. If they're not loving me 

for me, then I just won't try. We have taken a 

different track with our daughter, still within her 

is this, 'I've got to please [mom and dad]. 
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I am like Tom. I was an A student in school, so I'd 

say to him, 'A is fine, but you can, you know, if you 

make a B that's fine too, but you can do it.' I say, 

‘It's no sense, cause you play sometimes', but I Say, 

"You can do it. You set your mind to it, you can do 

[it] and you won't have no problems.' 

An unexpected finding in this study revealed that 

parents felt their children needed to express their 

leadership abilities in order to experience school 

success: 

He likes to be the leader too. He likes to be the 

leader of the class... He, he gots [sic] to be the 

leader, you know, he wants to lead. 

That's Hillary too. With Hillary she, she's a 

leader. She has trouble with following and she'd 

rather take the head step and lead. [She'll say, 

'I've got an idea. Let's do it this way. She has 

trouble following, but she can follow, but she's more 

of a leader. 

These parents indicated that these leadership qualities 

were encouraged at home and were naturally acquired by 

their children through their parenting style: 

He's got to go his own way. If something is not 

right he'll argue you down in a discussion. You 

know, I guess he got it from me. 

The parents in this study indicated that they spent 
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large amounts of time talking with their children. One of 

the topics they discussed daily was school. These parents 

were very interested in what the children were learning 

and how their children were performing. These parent and 

child discussions clearly communicated the parent's 

expectations for school performance for their children: 

I tell David, I Say, ‘You need, you know you need to 

keep your grades up! You like to play sports, but if 

you cannot keep your grades up you cannot play 

sports.' I said, 'Because your education comes 

before sports and you need your education. You need 

all of the education you can get today.' I said, 

‘But if you cannot keep your grades up and do as 

you're told, [you] cannot play. He knows education 

is important.' 

With Amy, college is ahead of you, if you want to be 

an anthropologist you need to do your best and really 

apply and learn and grasp so that you are ready for 

college. 

The parents of this study also indicated that their 

parenting style not only included discussions with their 

Children about school and school assignments and meeting 

parent expectations for performance, but consistent 

disciplinary techniques for those times when their 

children did not comply with school or behavioral 

expectations that had been established: 
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I have had to take sports away from him. And I have 

took a field trip from him too. He wanted to go on 

the field trip and [he] acted up and I said, 'Well 

you can't go!' and I just got my money back. I told 

him, I said, 'You're not going!' [There was no 

talking about it. He knew why. ]. -.- Lf you can't 

do good in education, then why, why play sports? 

He knows [what I expect from him at school] cause 

I've told [his teacher], 'You have any problems, you 

know, and if it's, you know getting close to a field 

trip [or something that is important to him, he just 

wont go if he can't behave or keep up with his 

assignments]. 

[She sometimes lacks responsibility. We have talked 

about this.] She has forgotten to bring home her 

permission slip. Now this is the third time and it 

looks like she just might lose out. [I can't go to 

school for her to know what needs to be taken care 

of. That is her responsibility. ] 

Surprise. Surprise. Yeah. Oh, yeah. Sometimes she 

can get to the point where she just thinks she knows 

it all... and every kid does. Sometimes they just 

have that attitude of, 'I think I know it all. Mom 
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doesn't know [anything].' [Then she discovers that 

restrictions are in her future]. 

The excerpts included within this section reveal the 

parenting style of the parent participants. Two of these 

parenting techniques are discussions and consistent 

discipline. Some of the topics in the parent-child 

discussions included the child's daily assignments and 

school day, the importance of getting a good education and 

doing your best. Some of the disciplinary techniques used 

by these parents included loss of privileges such as TV, 

sports, loss of field trips and being restricted to a 

time-out environment. 

... like when the teacher called me the second day of 

school and said, 'Ohhhhh, we're going, this one.’ 

And I said, 'We're going to nip this thing!' I took 

his phone out of his room. He couldn't watch t.v.. 

He couldn't go outside. He was on punishment for two 

whole weeks. He would come out [of his room] and I 

would say, 'Ah, you're not suppose to watch t.v.! Go 

back in your room.' Just something like that. [He 

knows! ]. 

in the beginning of the year [the teacher] had 

told all of us as parents that she wanted to impact 

responsibility on the kids. Well, Ashley had taken 

it a little bit too far, [to the point] where she 

felt she had to be obligated to every thing and when 
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she was [having problems] she did not come to mom and 

dad for help [because she felt the problems were her 

responsibility]. And so we came in [and took charge 

of the situation] and said, 'Okay.. You know, now see 

what happened. You tried to take on too much 

responsibility. 

This understanding of consequences by the children seems 

to be a factor that keeps these students focused and 

motivated regarding their school work. 

Social success for the parent participants was strongly 

linked to their behavioral expectations for their 

Children. For these parents, social success was "getting 

along with the other children in the classroom", 

"understanding the differences that people have and 

accepting them [for who they are]" and "getting along with 

everybody”. The parents also indicated that the PLATO 

Program assisted their children in developing social 

success through classroom and school activities like 

multi-grade grouping, field trips and special programs 

like Summer Honors. In contrast to the parents, students 

felt the PLATO Program only had moderate effects upon 

their social successes at school as indicated by TABLE 7. 

| 1. PLATO helps me to be socially successful 2.750| 
| in school. | 

In TABLE 7, students provide moderate indicators for the 

effects of the PLATO Program upon their social successes 

86



in school. 

Teacher Expectations and Characteristics 

Introduction 

The external factors of classroom environment, teacher 

Characteristics and expectations and instructional 

programming have a tremendous influence on the academic 

performance and social awareness of all children, 

especially children from culturally diverse backgrounds. 

Each of these elements can directly impact a child's 

academic and social success in school. For the children 

participating in this research study, each of these 

elements were at work, in tandem with strong and 

consistent parental support, to assist the children to 

experience high degrees of academic and social success. 

Teachers 

AS previously stated, the classroom teacher is perhaps 

the most vital resource in most instructional settings. 

It is the classroom teacher who is responsible for 

planning and implementing an instructional program that is 

appropriate for the children within their charge. How a 

teacher views this responsibility can greatly impact the 

children they teach. The teachers participating in this 

research took this responsibility seriously. These 

teachers had strong feelings regarding the academic and 
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social success and capabilities of the children they 

taught. The following two excerpts reveal how PLATO 

teachers at the research site defined success for their 

children as: 

Children that are happy in an environment and who 

feel good about themselves because of what you have 

seen in them, [this is where they begin to see 

success within themselves] right there [that is 

success for these children]. If they don't have an 

inner satisfaction with where they stand, and if they 

don't have somebody who can give them a pat on the 

back when they need it, then a lot of times [they 

become unsure of themselves and don't experience the 

success for which they have the potential]. 

I also feel they need to feel good about themselves, 

and when we set [goals] and they accomplish their 

goals, I think they've met success. 

School success, both academic and social, is an 

important consideration for the teachers in this research 

setting. PLATO teachers communicate these expectations to 

the children through open classroom discussions and 

individual conferences. The children are assisted with 

their own understandings of school success and goal 

setting through these forms of dialogue: 

We, well, we don't write [the goals] down [for them]. 

We just discuss what they need to accomplish. 
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Every child may not accomplish what the person next 

to them does. [They are encouraged] to do their very 

best, THEIR (teacher emphasized) very best. 

The PLATO teachers in this research setting felt that 

an additional element toward a student's attaining his/her 

maximum academic potential is their ability to evaluate 

themselves. These teachers feel that by teaching the 

children how to self-evaluate, the students are placed in 

a better position for understanding the meaning of success 

and how it affects them. These teachers also believe that 

through the self-evaluation process, a child can grow by 

being able to take a realistic look at themselves in 

relation to their own performance as shared by the PLATO 

teachers: 

Well. I think self-evaluation [helps them to 

understand success and help them to set performance 

goals for themselves]. [After all], who better than 

yourself [can truly evaluate your progress and 

success. ] 

I think that [self-evaluation] is a key part of what 

we are all about here [at PLATO]. These children 

learn that, Yes, we are accountable for ourselves. 

Yes, they do learn that we feel good about ourselves 

in where we stand [regarding our goals]. [They 

become] like a self-driven propeller. 
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Self-evaluation is a taught measure. {It] is not an 

automatic thing when they arrive at PLATO. 

Through self-evaluation you see a growth from, ‘I'm 

just a kid and I'm going to sit here and you'll just 

do what you do like you used to do', as they move 

from third to fifth [grade] they are comfortable with 

looking at themselves. 

By allowing them to self-evaluate and see the growth 

they've made is a very important part for them to see 

success and what they can do to improve their 

success. 

The teacher expectations for the children of this PLATO 

Center are high. These high academic and 

social/behavioral expectations are determined by the 

teachers based upon the abilities and needs of their. 

students. The teachers do not lower their expectation 

just: because the clientele of this center is composed of a 

wide range of diverse children. The teachers are aware of 

the backgrounds of their students and plan a 

differentiated curriculum around these differences. 

I think that experience teacher us more than anything 

else about these children and how to cope with all of 

the differences they come to us with. Differences in 

personalities, abilities, expectations, the 
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differences in the parental push they get. It is 

Challenging to the hilt to meet the needs of these 

children. We set high expectations for each and 

every child at this center. We have children that 

come with squat zero in math skills to those that are 

able to work algebra problems. These children are so 

diverse with the skills they possess. Meeting their 

needs and setting high expectations for them is a 

challenge. 

The teacher's academic expectations for their students are 

clearly communicated to them through group discussions, 

assignments and individual conferences. This is supported 

by student survey data (See TABLE 8). These teachers 

believe that by providing students with a "clean cut 

objective" within a structured and well managed 

instructional environment lends itself to the student's 

understanding and meeting the performance expectations. 

1. My teachers expect me to make good grades 3.875 | 
and do well in school. | 

2. My teachers clearly communicate how I am 3.750] 
expected to perform at school. | 

These performance expectations are initially presented to 

the students by assisting them in understanding their 

scores on a placement test given at the beginning of each 

school year. The PLATO curriculum is differentiated 

within all content areas to meet the diverse needs of the 
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children within this PLATO center. Students are pre-tested 

at the beginning of each school year to avoid repeating 

instruction and material they have already mastered. The 

results of this pre-testing are shared with the students 

and used to assist them in setting their academic goals. 

These pre-tests are basic skills examinations both on and 

above grade level. 

The teachers of this PLATO Center believe that holding 

elevated academic expectations for your students and 

assisting them with their understanding of success goes a 

long way toward the realization of success for these 

children. For these teachers high expectations refers to 

helping these students to reach their maximum potential 

and not steeling for performance that is below the ability 

of the students. Perhaps the best description of the 

teacher's beliefs comes from the data itself as one 

teacher put it: 

I heard Colin Powell [Say one time] and whether you 

like him or you don't that's beside the point. But 

he said his three objectives were structure, 

discipline and a clean cut objective... I think that 

would really sum up our center really well. 

In addition to setting academic expectations for the 

children, an instructional environment that has clearly 

established behavioral boundaries also assists in the 

facilitation of success for children from culturally 

diverse backgrounds. These teachers operate from the 
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belief that a flexible yet structured instructional 

program placed within an environment that respects the 

rights of others assists in the realization of success for 

these children: ; 

Good discipline is not physical discipline, it's the 

discipline of learning to control themselves and to 

monitor their own work... I think our clear cut 

objective is that we expect these children to 

succeed. I sometimes get frustrated with the things 

they can't do, but we do seek help for them, we never 

take it with these children that they are not going 

to succeed because they came from X-school or 

Y-school...We diversify to meet the needs of these 

children, but still we have those high expectations. 

A teacher's personality and individual teaching style 

can also have a tremendous impact upon the global school 

success of the students they teach. The PLATO teachers 

participating in this study indicated that they believed 

their ability to be spontaneous, creative, sensitive and 

emotionally connected to their students all combined and 

came together in their ability to assist children in being 

successful in school: 

Spontaneity 

Spontaneity! It's not mundane. Being spontaneous 

and open in the classroom. 
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Creativity 

Always be on the lookout for something new. I listen 

to the news as I am coming to school. I might grab 

something from the news cast and we might tap into 

it. 

Sensitivity 

As a teacher, you do have those personal little 

things that you bring to the classroom setting, and 

one of the “hings I know that ... is that I am keen 

on children. Individually caring and watching the 

emotional part of my children. Being very sensitive 

to their happiness. Being sensitive to knowing that, 

if they are happy then you've got an environment 

where they will just take off. 

Emotional Connectedness 

...my emotional connection is a real key part that 

intertwines with all of the global part of learning. 

The creativity, the spontaneity, all of those things 

are aligning spots. But, when a child feels secure 

and happy and comfortable and not intimidated, then 

you've got something. I am a very caring person and 

I am very concerned about each one of the children. 

The children know that I am there if they have a 

problem. 
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The Effects of Instructional Programming 

The PLATO Program 

The instructional program where children are placed can 

have a tremendous impact upon the their global school 

success. For academically advanced students, an 

instructional program that provides both a challenging and 

differentiated curriculum and allows for student choice of 

content can have an impact upon the academic and social 

success of these children. This is especially true of 

students who are both culturally diverse and academically 

advanced. The PLATO Center used as the site for this 

research investigation, utilizes the above elements in 

combination with multi-grade grouping, high teacher 

expectations and the ability of students to self-evaluate 

their own performance. All of these elements interconnect 

to assist these PLATO students in reaching their maximum 

academic and social potential as they become a member of a 

three year-long instructional team. 

A Curriculum That is Both Challenging and Differentiated 

All students, not just those who are academically 

advanced, need to be provided with learning opportunities 

that are in line with their individual development, 

academic needs, abilities and talents (U.S. Department of 
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Education, 1993). Curriculum standards that are both 

challenging and differentiated, those that go beyond what 

the students have already mastered, assist students in 

reaching higher levels of academic success (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1993). The PLATO Model from this 

study has been able to achieve such a curriculum. PLATO 

teachers indicated that they differentiate the curriculum 

by developing "extension units for a given content, going 

beyond the regular textbook and by using simulations" with 

these students. Differentiation of curriculum is also 

guided by pre-testing students to determine their ability 

and performance levels so that valuable instructional time 

is not wasted in reviewing content already mastered. 

Students and parents alike indicated that PLATO 

provides a curriculum that is both challenging and at an 

appropriate level for the children: 

Student Response 

PLATO gives you more of a challenge than in the 

regular class. 

PLATO is something that will give you a challenge. 

PLATO is different in lots of ways. I had this 

teacher in second grade and she was always giving out 

simple little problems like ten times five and I was 

always finished in about five minutes. Then she 

would give me about 30 more simple problems and I 
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would be finished in about five minutes. This was 

boring! Here, the work is more challenging. 

Parent Responses - 

PLATO gives ‘um challenging work, work that is more 

on their level. 

I agree. PLATO is a big challenge for my daughter." 

Before PLATO she was bored. She just didn't want to 

do anything because she was so bored. Now, she is 

more interested in her school work. I find she is 

more involved with her school assignments. 

Because he is challenged at school, when he comes 

home I often find him lying across his bed reading a 

book or doing something related to his school work. 

Teacher Expectations 

The expectations for academic and behavioral 

performance put into place by teachers can have a 

pronounced effect upon the global school performance of 

the students they teach. The Teacher Expectations and 

Student Achievement Program (1993) as well as the work of 

James Comer (1985) stresses that all students can learn 

and be successful when teacher expectations are clearly 

communicated to the students. This seems to be especially 

true if these same expectations are reinforced by parents 
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(Comer, 1988b; Riley, 1994a). The PLATO teachers 

established definite academic and behavioral expectations 

for their students without making concessions for their 

cultural diversity. Too often, teachers of culturally 

diverse students set academic and behavioral expectations 

that are entirely too low (Hale-Benson, 1987). These low 

and inappropriate expectations by teachers often results 

in bored and restless students. The teachers in this 

study provided clearly stated expectations for their 

students and assisted them in reaching these goals. This 

is supported by evidence from the student survey which 

indicated that the students were aware of the performance 

expectations set by their teachers (See TABLE 9}. 

| TABLE 9: .Students View of Teacher Expectations | 

1. My teachers expect me to make good grades 3.875] 

and do well in school. | 

| 
2. My teachers clearly communicate to me how 3.750 | 

I am expected to behave at school. | 

| 
3. My teachers help me to have school success. 3.125] 

| 
4. My teachers help me to understand my 3.125] 

mistakes. | 
| 

5. My teachers praise me when I do well. 3.125] 

TABLE 9 also indicates that not only were students aware 

of the academic and behavioral expectations of their 

teachers, they also knew and anticipated assistance with 

reaching these expectations. 

The teachers indicated that they established their 
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expectations for the students by "setting goals and 

objectives" at the beginning of each school year. These 

teachers attempted to insure that the academic and 

behavioral goals and objectives were clear and 

recognizable to the students. : 

I think at the beginning of the year we try to set 

goals. Make objectives. Make outcomes that are very 

clear to the children. 

High expectations for student performance also evolve 

out of an understanding of the student's various learning 

styles: . 

I think that we try to remember that all children 

learn differently. Some of them are visual learners. 

Some of them are auditory... and we try to provide 

activities to meet the different learning styles. 

At first, the teachers indicate that the high 

expectations for performance are frustrating for the 

students, especially for the new incoming third graders. 

However, through training the students to self-evaluate 

their own work, the teachers are able to assist the 

students with self reflection and help them to understand 

how they can improve upon their final product. The PLATO 

teachers shared: 

We have to look at the process for every single grade 

level... At first, it's very frustrating for the 

children because as a general rule, they have never 

been held accountable for self-evaluating their work 

99



and striving to reach for their very best. Usually, 

when these students were in the regular classroom 

setting their work was superior to the work of other 

students. When the children started PLATO in the 

third grade, the demand, the expectations, the goals 

are increased for that finished product. This 

continues in all grade levels of PLATO. When our 

Students leave PLATO as a general rule, they are able 

to self-evaluate their work so they are able to put 

their very best they've got into a finished product. 

Self-Evaluation By Students 

Another element of the PLATO Model that allows students 

to reach for their max imum success potential is the 

ability to self-evaluate their work. As part of the 

academic expectations set by PLATO teachers, students are 

instructed in the self-evaluation process to produce their 

best possible work. Self-evaluation is the process by 

which the students take a critical and evaluative look at 

their own work. Through the self-evaluation process 

students are able to see areas where they can improve upon 

their work so that it is a reflection of their best 

effort. The self-evaluation training starts in the third 

grade as students begin their first year of PLATO. The 

PLATO team takes the stance of "who better than yourself 

can evaluate that you have produced your best work." The 

self-evaluation training first begins by "learning to 
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critique ourselves and learning the process for 

evaluating. Through the self-evaluation process the PLATO 

teachers believe: 

these children learn that, YES, we are accountable 

for ourselves. Yes, they do learn that we do feel 

good about ourselves in where we are and where we 

stand...it's like a self-driven propeller. 

Self-evaluation is a taught measure. It is not 

something the children do automatically. 

Students learn very quickly to self-evaluate 

and I think that is a key ingredient to their 

successes because once they learn to 

self-evaluate then they know what they are 

able of accomplishing. We can give'em any 

kind of grade we want to give'em and if we 

give them an A, they know if they've made it 

or not. 

As the children progress and become more confident with 

self-evaluation, they become much more comfortable with 

looking at themselves. The self-evaluation process for 

these teachers and students is a reflection of yourself 

and your performance. The self-evaluation process also 

allows the students to have immediate feedback regarding 

their work: 
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By allowing them to self-evaluate and see the growth 

they've made is a very important part. It allows them 

to see what they can do to improve. 

Multi-Grade Grouping and Its Impact on Success 

Perhaps one of the most unique components of the PLATO 

Model is its use of multi-grade level grouping to assist 

with curriculum differentiation and self-evaluation. 

Through this practice, teachers are able to group and 

differentiate instruction so that it is appropriate for 

students who are assigned to work together. Approximately 

75 students were assigned to the research site resulting 

in a teacher/student ratio of 1 to 25. These PLATO 

teachers believe that the use of multi-grade level 

grouping allows them to "place students right into the 

levels of work that are appropriate for them". This is in 

keeping with Howard Gardner's Multiple Intelligence Theory 

(1993) which states that children have multiple talents. 

A child who is academically talented in math may not be as 

academically advanced in social studies. Multi-grade 

level grouping practices accommodates these differences 

within an academically advanced population such as PLATO. 

These teachers also believe that the use of multi-grade 

level grouping assists the students with self-evaluation 

and allows them to discover other ways for approaching or 

interpreting assignments or solve problems: 

Once the students become comfortable with working 
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with multi-grade level groups, they are more able to 

take a realistic look at their own work as compared 

to others. 

Multi-grade level grouping provides that comparison 

level. For the younger children it provides them 

with a real goal to work toward. In their regular 

classroom their work had always been on the tip top. 

There's been nothing to compare it with. Working 

with children of various age and grade levels lifts 

the real challenge level for these children. 

Multi-grade level grouping also allows the older 

children to become role models, thus providing social 

opportunities. 

103



Chapter 5 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

The primary objective of this research study was to 

investigate the characteristics that allow children who 

are both academically advanced and culturally diverse to 

be successful‘in a program designed for gifted students. 

Related research questions included: 1] How do children 

who are both culturally diverse and academically advanced 

define academic and social success for themselves? 2] 

What is the relationship between Parent and Teacher 

expectations for school success and the students actual 

performance? and 3] How are the academic and social 

successes of culturally diverse and academically talented 

Children affected by the educational programming they 

receive? 

The data collected through this research investigation 

has reinforced the findings of other research studies 

related to academically advanced and culturally diverse 

children, such as Donna Ford's (1993) research with 

African-American populations. This study is unique from 

other similar studies like Ford's (1993) in that the 

research population represented a broad range of 

culturally diverse groups and low SES levels. Another 

unique feature of this study was that it examined a 

self-contained model of service rather than looking at a 

collection of service paradigms like pull-out and 
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enrichment models. This chapter will review, investigate 

and summarize findings from the review of literature with 

the findings of this research study. 

Characteristics That Allow Children Who Are Both 
Academically Advanced And Culturally Diverse To Be 

Successful In A Gifted Program 

In considering the primary research question for this 

study, "What are the characteristics that allow children 

who are both culturally diverse and academically advanced 

to be academically and socially successful ina gifted 

program?", the answer would appear to be the interaction 

between the following: 

Parents who: 

- Are actively involved with their child's education 

and schooling 

- Place high academic and social performance 
expectations upon their children and monitor for 

compliance 

- Communicate their academic and social performance 

expectations to their children 

Teachers who: 

- Believe in the ability of their students regardless 

of their cultural background 

- Have high expectations for the academic and social 

performance of their students and monitor for 
compliance 

- Communicate their high academic and social 

performance expectations to their students 

- Are helpful, creative, sensitive, understanding and 

flexible 
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Educational programming that: 

Provides a curriculum that is both challenging and 

differentiated 

- Teaches and employs student self-evaluation 
techniques 

- Makes use of multi-grade level grouping for the 

differentiation of instruction and socialization of 
the students 

- Serves as a platform for the interactions between 

teachers, parents and students from culturally 
diverse backgrounds 

The Relationship Between Parent and Teacher Expectations 
For Student Success And Student Performance 

According to the findings of this study, both parents 

and teachers participating set high performance standards, 

both academic and social, and communicated their 

performance expectations to the students. Accordingly, 

the students were not only monitored for compliance with 

regard to the expectations from home but from the school 

as well. This study revealed that a link existed between 

parent and teacher performance expectations, communication 

of those expectations as well as established consequences 

for non-compliance. 

This study also revealed that communication also existed 

between the teachers and parents regarding the student. 

This communication insured that students were kept on 

track and their instructional needs were being met. The 

findings from this research investigation are consistent 
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with those of Comer (1984) and Ford (1994) who postulate 

that substantive parental involvement is necessary to 

enhance the achievement of children from culturally 

diverse backgrounds, especially African. American children. 

How Students Define 

Academic and Social Success For Themselves 

During the data collection process, some of the more 

lively focus group sessions centered around the 

discussions of academic success. The focus group 

discussions revealed that academic success was not only 

important to the students themselves, but to their parents 

as well. For both the parents and students a 

relationship existed between making good grades and 

academic success in school. For these participants, 

making good grades was a clear indicator of the success 

that was being achieved. 

The Effects of the Instructional Program Upon Success 

The PLATO Model, the instructional program serving as 

the research site for this study, appears to have a 

positive impact upon the academic and social performance 

of the children it serves. Through the PLATO Model, 

teachers and programming come together to meet the 

instructional needs of children who are both culturally 

diverse and academically advanced. DIAGRAM A (page 104)- 
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reveals the elements of the PLATO Model that appeared to 

have the greatest impact upon the academic and social 

successes of the students it serves. From the diagram, 

making provisions for a differentiated curriculum are in 

keeping with the research findings of Westberg & et.al 

(1993) who call for the establishment of a challenging 

curriculum to assist children in reaching for higher 

levels of academic excellence. In addition, the 

differentiation of instruction that is provided through 

the PLATO Model is also in keeping with the research 

findings of Passow (1981) who states that providing an 

appropriately differentiated curriculum increases the 

likelihood of high quality learning that will be evidenced 

in student products and performance. The data clearly 

indicate that this is the case for students participating 

in PLATO. 

The data also reveal two additional elements of the 

PLATO Model that appear to assist students in their 

academic and social successes at school. The use of 

Student Self£-Evaluation and Multi-Grade Level Grouping 

appear to assist PLATO students in developing their 

academic potential. Additional research is needed in 

these areas to determine ways of maximizing their 

potential impact on the total success of this population. 
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Influences of Teacher Characteristics Upon Student Success 

The climate of the instructional environment created by 

the teacher can have a tremendous impact on the 

achievement of students (Edwards, 1976; Ford, 1994; 

Starkey, 1994). The data from this study support these 

findings from:the literature review. The students 

participating in this study indicated that their teachers 

were understanding and caring of them as individuals, 

provided challenges coupled with high expectations and 

were helpful to them in reaching their goals. This is in 

keeping with the research of Bronfenbrenner (1986), Ford 

(1994) and Hale-Benson (1987) who postulate that when 

children from diverse cultures are placed with teachers 

who are empathetic, accepting, understanding and genuine 

and who foster "caring", gains can be anticipated across 

the academic and affective domains. 

The data from this study also indicate that the PLATO 

teachers had acquired a multi-cultural awareness and 

understanding of their children. The review of literature 

indicates that for most classroom teachers there is a lack 

of global understanding regarding children from diverse 

cultural backgrounds (Ford, 1994; Hale-Benson, 1987). The 

PLATO teachers were aware of their students diversity and 

felt this awareness and understanding allowed them to more 

effectively meet the needs of their pupils. This is 

supported by the research of Comer (1984, 1988b) and Ford 
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(1994) who indicate that when teachers have an enhanced 

understanding of their students' cultural diversity they 

are placed in a better position to meet these students' 

needs. These findings call for greater multi-cultural 

education and awareness for teachers who work with this 

population of children. 

Methodological Comments 

In Chapter 3, a review of qualitative research was 

conducted and guidelines established for how it would be 

used in this research endeavor. 

The methods for generating and collecting data were 

consistent with those outlined in Chapter 3 with the 

exception of the Likert PLATO Student Survey. This survey 

was developed through the use of the pre-determined focus 

group question frames. The data collected from the survey 

was used as a cross~-check of the data collected from the 

student focus group sessions. A high degree of 

correlation existed between the data collected through the 

focus group sessions and the student survey. 

The constant comparison method for analyzing 

qualitative data was employed. Due to the structured 

nature of this study, the constant comparison method of 

data analysis proved to be an extremely effective method 

for analyzing the data. 
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The boundaries of time, funding, location and ability 

to control data remained the same as those proposed in 

Chapter 3. 

The guidelines for conducting qualitative research were 

followed as prescribed in Chapter 3. The analysis of the 

data and conclusions drawn are supported by direct 

quotations from the transcripts and tables developed from 

the student survey. Triangulation of data was achieved 

through the use of fieldnotes, focus group interviews and 

survey results. The researcher discussed the generation 

of data, methods, and analysis with members of the 

committee, coordinator of gifted services of the research 

Site, as well as with a fellow graduate student in an 

effort to maximize this research process. 

Limitations 

Due to the small sample size from this study the level 

of generalization of findings across populations normally 

found in quantitative studies is not possible. The power 

of findings, however, could be confirmed with replications 

of this study. As a single study, this could be used as a 

model for guiding future studies related to children who 

are both academically talented and culturally diverse. 

All research participants were selected based upon 

their cultural diversity and assignment to a specific 

PLATO Center. These factors limit the generalizability of 
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the findings from this research. Other factors limiting 

this study were time, geographical location, capital and 

human resources. Additional resources and different 

geographic location could possibly produce additional 

findings. : 

AS a result of using qualitative techniques for 

conducting this investigation, other researchers using the 

same strategies in Similar or different locations could 

possibly produce vastly different results and reach 

different conclusions. Though it would be relatively easy 

to replicate the methodology of this study, it may not 

yield the same findings. 

Recommendations And Questions 

This research investigation has generated several 

recommendations for educators of children who are both 

academically advanced and culturally diverse that are in 

keeping with other research in the field of gifted and 

multi-cultural education (Ford, 1994; Hale-Benson, 1987): 

1] Provide additional multi-cultural education for 

teachers of this special population. 

2] Increase Parent and Teacher communication focusing on 

the academic and social successes of culturally diverse 

and academically children that reflect an understanding of 

cultural differences. 
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3] Increase parental involvement with regards to their 

child's schooling. 

4] Employ a challenging and differentiated curriculum 

that provides: 

- Multi-Grade Level Grouping 

- Student Self-Evaluation 

5] A continuation of educational programming like PLATO 

that provides a platform and environment for the above 

elements to come together. 

6] The recruitment of teachers who possess a 

multi-cultural awareness of the children they teach and 

who are genuine, caring and supportive. 

A further recommendation calls for additional studies 

focusing on those elements that allow these children to 

experience academic and social success at school. 

In addition to the data that was collected through this 

research focusing on the primary and secondary research 

questions, other topics emerged during the focus group 

sessions. One topic of interest dealt with the difference 

between the high academic and social expectations and 

perfectionism. The research question that could possibly 

address this issue might be, "What are the differences 
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between high academic and social expectations set by 

parents and teachers and perfectionism?" 

Conclusion 

The primary focus of this research study was the 

investigation of the characteristics that allow 

academically talented elementary students from culturally 

diverse backgrounds to be successful in programs designed 

for gifted students. I learned from this study that 

children from a variety of culturally diverse and low SES 

groups experienced high degrees of school success when the 

following elements were in place: 1] Parents who are 

actively involved with their child's schooling and who are 

encouraging and establish high academic and social 

expectation. 2] Teachers who value parents and are 

supportive of them, who understand the cultural 

backgrounds of the students they teach and who establish 

high academic and social expectations for their students. 

and 3] An educational program that provides a 

challenging and differentiated curriculum making use of 

multi-grade level grouping, student self-evaluation and 

serves as a platform for the interaction of students, 

parents and teachers. 

This study was unique in its scope and focus. Unlike 

other studies that focus on a Single cultural or SES 

group, this study examined these populations collectively. 

It has been my experience working within public school 
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settings that many teachers and administrators believe 

that parents of children from culturally diverse and low 

SES populations, like those who participated in this 

study, do not take an active role in the education of 

their children. In addition, many of these same teachers 

and administrators also believe these parents hold low 

academic expectations as well. This study provides 

evidence to the contrary. All of the parents 

participating in this research investigation were actively 

involved and spent time with their children with respect 

to their education. Additionally, these parents held high 

academic and behavioral expectations and reinforced them 

with consequences when those expectations were not met. 

These findings, however, should be only tentatively 

considered. The data from this research study were 

generated from 9 students, their parents and PLATO team. 

It is possible that other findings could be generated if a 

different group of students, parents and teachers ina 

different location were used. 

Additional research is needed to further explore the 

elements that allow students who are both culturally 

diverse and academically talented to be successful in 

programs designed for gifted students. This research 

investigation represents only a small piece in that 

research effort. 
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APPENDIX A 

History of PLATO 

Programs for the academically talented have been in 

place for many years. After the publication of the 

Marland Report (1972) many states and school divisions 

began to address the specialized needs of their 

academically advanced children by providing programs and 

enrichment opportunities for gifted children. The 

Davidsonboro Public Schools, the site for this research 

investigation, was no different. 

The following oral history was provided by many who 

were instrumental in the laying the foundation for the 

PLATO program. These individuals represented those who 

worked within the Central Staff, as well as early PLATO 

teachers. Each person participating in this oral history 

was excited at the prospect of sharing the PLATO story. 

The data for this oral history was obtained by conducting 

a self-contained focus group session. The identities of 

the participants has been withheld at their request. 

During the mid 1970's, Davidsonboro Public Schools 

began serving its academically talented students by 

implementing a pull-out program designed to meet the 

unique instructional needs of gifted children. Pull-out 

programs, such as the one used by this school division, 

were very popular during this period of time. At the time 

this pull-out program was the school divisions only 

program for academically talented elementary children. 
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In the original pull-out model, itinerate teachers were 

used for development of curriculum, enrichment units and 

instruction that addressed the special needs of 

academically advanced students. These teachers worked 

with pupils who had been identified as academically 

advanced in grades four, five and six. These teachers 

spent approximately three hours per week working with 

various groups of children throughout the city. The 

primary purpose of this pull-out program was to provide 

academic enrichment opportunities that went beyond the 

boundaries of the regular classroom curriculum for a given 

grade level. 

The reaction to this pull-out program by parents was 

positive and supportive, for they were able to see their 

children being challenged and enriched beyond what was 

typically provided within the regular classroom. Students 

too were supportive of the pull-out program and enjoyed 

the different learning opportunities that it provided. As 

one of the teachers who taught in the pull-out program put 

it: 

Parents of the children who were a part of this 

pull-out program liked it very much and were 

supportive of it. The children too enjoyed the 

program for it allowed then to experience learning 

that waS at an appropriate ability level and helped 

to reduce the boredom that was frequently experienced 

in the regular classroom setting. It gave the 
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Children a chance to realize that there were things 

that were more challenging and creative to be 

explored. 

As the school division moved into the late 1970's, 

Davidsonboro Public Schoois recognized and identified a 

need for providing additional instructional opportunities 

for academically advanced students. Through this 

identified need, the Davidsonboro Public Schools developed 

and implemented a summer program in 1979 called Summer 

Honors that was to supplement the already existing 

pull-out program. Summer Honors was a content driven 

program that made use of thematic units, advanced content, 

multi-grade level grouping of students, interdisciplinary 

teaching methods and non-traditional instructional 

strategies. Summer Honors Teachers were selected for this 

program based upon their special talents for working with 

academically talented students: 

My second year of teaching when I was a first grade 

teacher at Morning Side Elementary, my principal came 

to me and said, "Would you like to be a teacher of 

gifted students in the summer time?" and I said, "I 

can't, I'm a first grade teacher." and he said, 

"We're not looking for that. We're looking for a 

certain type of teacher." I had been in teaching at 

that point for two years and that was the very first 

Summer Honors. 
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Even though every effort was made to attract teachers 

who were believed to possess talents and skills necessary 

for working effectively with academically advanced 

students, there were several teachers during that first 

su:.mer who found non-traditional teaching difficult. As 

one of the original Summer Honor's teachers shared: 

Some of the original teachers, their first year of 

Summer Honors, had been accustomed to teaching very 

traditional kinds of things and therefore had a very 

hard time. So those particular people did not return 

the second year of Summer Honors, nor thereafter. 

Initially, the Summer Honors Program served identified 

academically advanced students in grades four through six. 

After the completion of a successful first year, and with 

the support and enthusiasm of the school division's 

parents, the program was expanded to include the middle 

grades seven through nine. 

Summer Honors was the foundation or platform the 

Davidsonboro Public Schools used to further expand the 

programming for the city's academically advanced students. 

As a member of the original PLATO development team put it: 

From the beginning, Summer Honors was somewhat the 

model for PLATO - Learning That is Appropriate for 

Pupils, because a lot of what was accomplished during 

the summer carried over into the PLATO Program. 
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The 1982-1983 academic year brought many changes to the 

Davidsonboro Public Schools. An important change was the 

appointment of a new superintendent who made sweeping 

changes within the school system. One of those changes 

included the programs for academically advanced or gifted 

students. 

The new superintendent had previously worked with a 

successful center based program in a city Similar to 

Davidsonboro. This experience with academically advanced 

students provided the background for the development of 

the PLATO model. A member of the original PLATO 

Development Team shared the following about the creation 

of PLATO: 

The [Superintendent's] previous school division had 

probably a half a dozen centers. The centers were 

located throughout the city, the same kind of 

Situation as here. And the youngsters went to a 

center and stayed for the day and then went back to 

their home school to catch the bus to return home. 

Students remained in the program for a period of 

three years. It was in grades four, five and six. 

This program had been in existence since 1940. 

The new superintendent proceeded with the 

implementation of the PLATO Program in 1982. This 

implementation of PLATO was not achieved by simply copying 

an existing program verbatim and implementing it. The new 

superintendent and the PLATO Development Team realized 
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that their existing Summer Honors Program contained many 

elements that were important to be include in any new 

program for serving the city's academically talented 

children. 

With a new program, came the problems of identifying 

the students that would be served by PLATO. As with many 

school divisions during the early 1980's, Davidsonboro 

Public Schools adopted an identification process that 

relied heavily upon standardized test data for making 

these decisions. — An original PLATO teacher shared: 

Initially, students were identified for PLATO through 

the use of standardized testing, an intelligence test 

and teacher recommendations that used a matrix for 

weighting each student. 

...and they were weighted and you had to have a 900 

or above to be included [in PLATO]. 500 points were 

given to the [intelligence test], 300 given to the 

Standardized testing and 200 to teacher 

recommendations for a total of 1000. 

Since those early days in the beginning, PLATO's 

identification process has gone through many changes. 

This evolution process is also evident throughout all 

phases of the PLATO program. During this time-frame 

Davidsonboro's population base became more culturally 

diverse. This change was due in part to the white-flight 

from the city to the suburbs. Because of these changes, 
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the process for identifying academically talented children 

was redefined to include more of the city's culturally 

diverse population. This is in keeping with the challenge 

from the Department of Education for the Commonwealth of 

Virginia calling for school divisions to develop 

identification procedures that include a greater 

representation of the state's minority, culturally diverse 

and low SES populations (Baytops, 1994). As a member of 

the PLATO staff revealed: 

In the good ole days there was the perception that, 

if you have some aberrant behavior you couldn't be 

very bright and you couldn't be very talented or you 

wouldn't be behaving that way. Now we tend to look 

at children and say, 'The youngster may be tripping 

over this or stumbling over that. It's a road block. 

There are all kinds of learning malfunctions, but 

there could be a tremendous amount of intellectual 

talent available if you could get to it. So we are 

looking a youngsters, I think, more realistically 

'than we did and, ... I1 think they match the times and 

youngsters of today. After PLATO had been in place 

for some time we were faced with a problem. I 

remember sitting in the assistant superintendent's 

office with the dilemma of having a center that is 

very low SES and with a high ethnic or minority 

population. The scores that were available at that 

particular center were so low that we were not 
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identifying children to go to PLATO. I just remember 

just sort of talking out loud and saying ... ‘Oh, why 

couldn't we take the mean of the home school, and if 

a child is performing two standard deviations beyond 

that mean, they obviously have a great deal of 

potential as compared to their peers. That's sort of 

what we wanted to look for, so it was written in as 

part of the identification process for all of the 

centers and their feeder schools. This would allow 

us to identify more of our low socioeconomic and 

minority children. This has been very successful 

because we are able to show, after a three year 

sequence of PLATO that these students can match up 

performance wise on standardized tests given at the 

end of the fifth grade year to most. We are still 

using the same teacher checklist and standardized 

test data. So we are looking at performance level 

assessment which really gives us a better indicator 

of which children need programming like PLATO. 

The identification process for selecting students for 

PLATO was only one of the obstacles to be cleared in the 

beginning. Staff selection for the PLATO centers was also 

a concern. Teacher selection for PLATO was made by the 

Central Administrative Staff. Teachers for the first 

PLATO Centers were approached by the Central Staff and 

interviewed as this original PLATO teacher reveals: 

Would you like to do something like PLATO? 
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Would you like to live dangerously? Would 

you like to work harder than you have ever 

worked in your life? and if they said YES, I 

would say, 'Really?' We knew who we wanted 

before we went to look at a teacher. 

Teachers were preselected. It wasn't that we 

just said, 'We need a teacher who wants to go 

to PLATO, cause that's too dangerous if you 

are going to run a program like PLATO. You 

can't do that. And it gets to be too 

political. PLATO is performance oriented. 

You need to have teachers who can help 

children learn how to perform. 

So in the fall semester of the 1982-1983 school year 

PLATO began serving children for the first time. PLATO 

provided a curriculum for academically advanced students 

that used an integrated curriculum linking thematic unit 

instruction to a critical thinking curriculum. This 

curriculum was developed from experiences gained during 

the Summer Honors program, as well as the model brought by 

the superintendent which served as a guide for the 

development of PLATO. During the summer of 1982, well 

before the first day of class for PLATO pupils, teachers 

selected to teach in the PLATO centers were provided with 

extensive training in the areas identified by the Central 

Staff as being critical to gifted instruction. Pioneer 

PLATO teachers shared the following about how it was in 
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the beginning for them: 

The first year of the program the curriculum 

was pretty much set by the Central 

Administration. That first year we were 

given some leeway but they had a good 

framework in mind of how they wanted the 

program to run. We were using a standard 

text to a much larger degree at that point, 

just because it was new and you had to get 

your feet wet with the [PLATO] format before 

you moved into some really divergent 

curriculum choices like we made. 

In the beginning we had a pre-algebra text in 

Sixth grade. And even at that point in time 

our social studies was tied to simulations 

and units of study that were not real 

textbook oriented. Science was, from the 

beginning, hands-on and we were encouraged to 

use the inquiry approach. 

The initial reaction of parents to the new PLATO 

program was mixed. The original teachers and 

administrative staff believed this mixed reaction was the 

result of the newness of the program. In the beginning, 

PLATO was un-proven, without a past or a track record. 

Parents were hesitant at first. This resulted in low 

enrollments in PLATO centers throughout Davidsonboro 
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during that first year. The teachers shared: 

The first year of the PLATO Program, as with 

any new program, there was a lot of 

hesitation on the part of the parents. 

All four centers had small numbers in the 

beginning year because it was brand new and 

the children were having to change campuses 

and parents were real reluctant to uproot 

their children when they had no history or 

background on the program to go with. 

As a result, our numbers were smaller that 

first year than they ever have been since. 

The second year we were inundated." "The 

parents who had children in the program that 

first year were ecstatic at the end of that 

year. 

The PLATO Program has continued to evolve through the 

years. Initially PLATO served children in grades four, 

five and six. With the arrival of the middle school 

concept, PLATO made adjustments by dropping its' entry 

year to third grade and its' exiting year to grade five. 

PLATO teachers too, have experienced change from those 

‘beginnings in the early 1980's. These changes have been 

realized in all phases of the PLATO program from 

curriculum to identification of students. The pioneering 
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PLATO teachers revealed: 

We spent a lot of time at first, and we still 

do, but we certainly spent a lot of time in 

the beginning meeting with all of the PLATO 

teachers. Sharing and planning curriculum 

and talking about the kinds of things we were 

doing. As site base has, and I think PLATO 

was a real site base with ideas, probably one 

of the first ones with PLATO because we 

really made lots of decisions ourselves with 

the leadership of our gifted coordinator. 

There has always been a lot of teacher input 

and I think that maybe a lot of that came 

from what we did in Summer Honors because we 

would spend a lot of time simply sitting 

around brainstorming things we could teach 

and brainstorming ways that we could teach. 

So that carried over to the original PLATO 

teachers. 

PLATO has also changed by moving further away 

from a grades situation. Third grade, fourth 

grade and fifth grade are grouped 

collectively together more. There is more 

multi-age grouping done today. 

The curriculum too has changed from the 

beginning. We were given a great deal of 
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freedom from the very beginning to develop 

Our own curriculum. The guidelines were 

there, [and] we were using more [textbooks] 

at the beginning just because that was a 

comfort level for the teachers. But as we 

[completed] several years in the program we 

[became] comfortable enough with it that the 

text could be left behind. We were never 

really locked into [the] text. We were 

pretty much left to do as we saw fit. Today 

in most PLATO Centers the text is used less 

than fifteen percent of the instructional 

time. 

Also the use of the Comprehensive School 

Mathematics Program (CSMP) has changed our 

math program considerably and opened it up 

and let us integrate math into other subject 

areas a lot more than we had before. Also we 

as teachers have become much more dominate as 

a facilitator in the classroom... versus a 

leader in the classroom as it was in the 

beginning. Our kids have a great deal to say 

about what we study in the classroom. This 

has evolved over the years to the extent to 

which it is the practice now. 

Although the PLATO Program has been in a constant state 
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of change and evolution since its' implementation, many 

within the PLATO staff feel that they are fighting many of 

the same battles they were facing in gifted education 

during the 1970's, before PLATO. The issues of the 

"equity" as compared to programs for other children is 

still a factor these teachers feel must be considered and 

resolved: 

There are still charges that this program is 

inequitable as compared to programs provided 

to other student within the school division. 

Educators of students other than the gifted 

should place the emphasis on the academic 

needs of their children rather than focusing 

on their social problems. 

And there is still the issue of the 

retraining of the staff so that there are 

exciting things happening everywhere, not 

just in the PLATO Centers and that's not 

occurring still. It was not occurring at the 

beginning and it's still not occurring so 

there is this big gap between what parents 

see happening in our PLATO centers versus 

what's happening in other areas of the school 

division. 

Many teachers are resentful that, according 

to them, leaders are removed from their 
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Classes therefore leaving their classrooms 

void of any models and void of any 

leadership. This results in other teachers 

being resentful of what we do here at PLATO. 

With more and more programs for the academically 

talented coming under increasing criticism and scrutiny, 

one must consider what the future holds for programs like 

PLATO. During the focus group sessions with the PLATO 

pioneers, they too revealed that PLATO could easily serve 

as an instructional model for all children, not just those 

who have been identified as academically talented. 
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DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS: Student Focus Groups 

The following discussion rules will be reviewed prior 
to each focus group session: 

> Only one person at a time is allowed to speak so 

that every one is able to hear the comment being 

made. 

All opinions and comments will be respected. All 
remarks are valid and will have a place. 

Discussions will be confined to the context of the 

question that is currently open for discussion. 

Discussions will remain confined to the base 

question, or related question, until the group 

indicates that they have finished with their 

discussion. 

All participants are free to comment regarding the 

question under discussion or pose additional 
questions that are relevant to the base question 

under investigation. 

Participants are free to pass on and return to any 

questions that require additional reflection time. 

Clarification of questions and vocabulary will be 
made by the researcher as needed to insure that 

participants understand the issues under 
investigation. 

Session 1: Question Frame 

Name some successful people you know. 

How would you describe success for persons your age? 

Give examples. 

How would you describe a person who was successful at 
school? 

How would your parents describe a person who was 

successful at school? 

How does your description of school success compare to 

that of your parents? 

How does PLATO help students to be successful in 
school? Give examples. 
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9. 

10. 

Describe someone that you know at school who is 

socially successful. What is it about people like 

these that help them to have social success? 

How would your parents describe social success at 
school? 

How is social success important at school? 

How does your school/PLATO help you to be socially 

successful? 

Session 2: Question Frame 

1. 

10. 

ll. 

Describe your PLATO teachers. 

What are your teachers school/academic expectations of 

you? 

How do they communicate their social/academic 

expectations to you? 

What are the things about your teachers that help you 

to have school/academic success? 

What are your parents school/academic expectations of 

you? 

How do your parents communicate their school/academic 

expectations to you? 

What are your teachers' social expectations for you? 

How do your teachers communicate their social 
expectations to you? 

What are your parents' social expectations for you? 

How do your parents communicate their social 

expectations to you? 

Describe your closest friends. How do they affect 

your success at school? 

Session 3: Question Frame 

1. 

2. 

How would you describe the PLATO program to an 

individual who had never heard about PLATO? 

How is PLATO different from other school experiences 
you have had? 

How do teachers teach in PLATO? 
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How does PLATO help students to be academically and 

socially successful in school? 

If you had the power to magically transfer parts of 
PLATO to all boys and girls in every 4th and 5th grade 

classroom in the United States, what would those 

parts be? " . 
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DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS: Teacher Focus Groups 

The following discussion rules will be reviewed prior 

to each focus group session: 

> Only one person at a time is allowed to speak so 
that every one is able to hear the comment being 

made. 

> All opinions and comments will be respected. All 

remarks are valid and will have a place. 

> Discussions will be confined to the context of the 

question that is currently open for discussion. 

> Discussions will remain confined to the base 

question, or related question, until the group 

indicates that they have finished with their 

discussion. 

> All participants are free to comment regarding the 

question under discussion or pose additional 

questions that are relevant to the base question 

under investigation. 

> Participants are free to pass on responding to any 

question that makes them feel uncomfortable. 

Session 1: Question Frame 

How would you define success for your students? 

How would you describe school or academic success for 

children from culturally diverse and low SES 

backgrounds? 

What are your academic expectations for students who 

are from culturally diverse and low SES backgrounds? 

What do you feel are the academic expectations of 

parents of children from culturally diverse and low 

SES backgrounds? 

How does your description of academic success compare 

to that of the parents of the children you teach from 

culturally diverse and low SES backgrounds? 

How does PLATO help students to be successful in 

school? Give examples. 
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10. 

11. 

How would you describe social success for children 

from culturally diverse and low SES backgrounds? 

What are your social expectations for students from 

culturally diverse and low SES backgrounds? 

Why is social success in school settings important for 

children from culturally diverse and low SES 

backgrounds? 

What do you feel are the social expectations of the 

parents from culturally diverse and low SES 

backgrounds? 

How does your school/PLATO help students to be 

socially successful? 

Session 2: Question Frame 

10. 

ll. 

Describe your teaching style. 

What are your school/academic expectations for your 

students? 

How do you communicate your school/academic 

expectations to your students? 

What are the things about you that help your students 

to have school/academic success? 

What are your students parents' school/academic 

expectations of you? 

How do parents communicate their school/academic 

expectations to you? 

What are your social expectations for your students? 

How do you communicate your social expectations to 

your students? 

What are the social expectations of the parents of the 

students you teach from culturally diverse and low SES 

backgrounds? 

How do your parents communicate their social 

expectations for their children to you? 

What do you believe to be the effects of parent 
expectations upon the academic and social success of 
children from culturally diverse and low SES 
backgrounds? 
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12. How do the friendships of children in your classroom 

affect their academic success in school? 

Session 3: Question Frame 

1. How would you describe the PLATO program to an 

individual who had never heard about PLATO? 

2. How is PLATO different from other school experiences 
you have had? 

3. What teaching methods and strategies do you use in 
PLATO? 

4. How does PLATO help students from culturally diverse 
and low SES backgrounds to be academically and 

socially successful in school? 

5. If you had the power to magically transfer elements of 
PLATO to all boys and girls in every 4th and 5th grade 

classroom in the United States, what would those 

elements be? 
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DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS: Parent Focus Groups 

The following discussion rules will be reviewed prior 
to each focus group session: 

> Only one person at a time is allowed to speak so 

that every one is able to hear the comment being 
made. 

> All opinions and comments will be respected. All 

remarks are valid and will have a place. 

> Discussions will be confined to the context of the 

question that is currently open for discussion. 

> Discussions will remain confined to the base 

question, or related question, until the group 

indicates that they have finished with their 
discussion. 

> All participants are free to comment regarding the 

question under discussion or pose additional 

questions that are relevant to the base question 

under investigation. 

> Participants are free to pass on responding to any 

question that makes them feel uncomfortable. 

Session 1: Question Frame 

How do you define academic/school success? 

How would your child define academic/school success? 

What are your academic expectations for your child? 

How do you communicate your academic expectations to 

your child? 

How has the PLATO program affected the academic 
performance of your child? 

How have the teaching methods used in the PLATO 
program differed from the previous schooling 

experiences your child has encountered? 

How do you define social success for your child? 

How would your child define social success? 
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9. How has the PLATO program affected the social success 
of your child? 

10. How would you describe your child's relationships 

with their friends? 

Session 2: Question Frame 

1. Describe your child's PLATO teachers? 

2. How are these teachers able to influence the academic 

and social success of your children? 

3. How would you describe the PLATO program to an 
individual who had never heard about PLATO? 

4. How is PLATO different from other school experiences 

your child has experienced? 

5. How do teachers teach in PLATO? 

6. If you had the power to magically transfer elements of 

PLATO to all boys and girls in every 4th and 5th grade 
classroom in the United States, what would those 

elements be? 
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Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 

College of Education 

PLATO Student Survey 

Answer the questions below using the following scale: 

(1) Strongly Disagree 

(2) Disagree 

(3) Agree 

(4) Strongly Agree 

1. I feel that I am successful in school. 

2. School success is when you make good grades and never get into 

trouble. 

3. My parents do not expect me to do well and make good grades in 

school. 

4. PLATO helps me to be successful in school. 

5. Social success 1s having lots of friends. 

6. School success is important to me. 

7. School success is important to my parents. 

8. Social success 1S important at school. 

9. Social success helps me to have school success. 

10. My idea of school success is the same as my parents. 

____ 11. PLATO helps me to be socially successful. 

12. My teachers are very helpful. 
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16. 

. My teachers expect me to make good grades and do well in 

school. 

. My teachers clearly communicate to me how I am expected to 
behave at school. 

. My teachers help me to have school success. 

My parents help me to have school success. 

17. My parents clearly communicate to me how I am expected to 

18. 

19, 

20. 

21. 

22. 

23. 

24. 

25. 

26. 

27. 

28. 

behave at school. 

My parents clearly communicate to me their expectations tor 

my school »erformance. 

My teachers expect me to be perfect. 

My teachers help me to understand my mistakes. 

PLATO allows me to make choices in the topics I/we study. 

When I make mistakes, my teachers often make me redo the 

assignment without any help. 

I would not be successful in school if I were not a PLATO 

student. 

My parents expect me to be perfect. 

My parents often give me help with my school assignments. 

Learning groups are used often at PLATO. 

My teachers are often unwilling to help me with my school 

assignments. 

My parents and I often talk about how I am doing in school. 
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29. My teachers praise me when I do well. 

30. Itis OK to make mistakes. 

Read each statement carefully. Using the numbers from 1 to 5, 
rank-order the descriptors where (1) is the most important to 
you and (5) is the lease important. 

1. Teachers should be: 

HONEST 

HUMOROUS 

FAIR 

CARING 

SMART 

2. I learn best when teachers are: 

FRIENDLY 

SMART 

HELPFUL 

CONSIDERATE 

FIRM BUT NOT STRICT 
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3. A good teacher is: 

UNDERSTANDING OF THE WAYS I LEARN BEST 

OPEN TO STUDENT SUGGESTIONS FOR CLASSROOM OPERATION 

OPEN TO NEW IDEAS AND NEW WAYS OF DOING THINGS 

UNDERSTANDING OF MY NEED TO COMMUNICATE WITH FELLOW 
STUDENTS AS WE ARE WORKING ON ASSIGNMENTS 

EXCITED ABOUT THE SUBJECTS THEY TEACH 

4, The following help me to be successful in school: 

PARENTS 

TEACHERS 

FELLOW STUDENTS / FRIENDS 

PLATO 

MYSELF 
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Home Address: 
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Major: 
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Blacksburg, VA 24061 
540-231-5347 
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Virginia Polytechnic Institute and 

State University, Blacksburg, 
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Strategies for Success: Meeting 
The Needs of Children Who Are Both 

Culturally Diverse And 

Academically Talented 

Charleston Southern University, 
Charleston, South Carolina. 

Elementary Education 

Psychology 

Charleston Southern University, 

Charleston, South Carolina. 

Elementary Education 

English 

153



Projects 

Areas 

"Montgomery Student Teaching Model 

Telecommunications Project"(1995 - 1996) 

Developed and implemented a telecommunications - 

Internet protocol for student teachers to use in 

conjunction with lesson and unit development, 

Management of the student teaching model and 
INMaintenance of electronic reflective journals. 

of Teaching Competency 

Educational Psychology 

Elementary and Middle School Curriculum Development 

Elementary Methods 

Foundations of Education 

Gifted and Talented Education and Curriculum 

Language Arts 
Middle School Methods 

Multicultural Education 

Teaching of Elementary and Middle School Science 

Teaching of Elementary and Middle School Social 
Studies 
Teaching of Reading 
Telecommunications and Distance Learning for 

Elementary and Middle School Teachers 

of Scholarship 

Educational Psychology 

Elementary and Middle School Education 
Family and Child Development. 

Gifted and Talented Education 

Multicultural Education 

Teacher Education 

Research 

Dissertation 

"Strategies for Success: Meeting The Needs of 
Students Who Are Both Culturally Diverse And 

Academically Talented" (1996) 

"Attitudes and Beliefs Regarding Gifted and 
Talented Programs for Elementary Children as 
Viewed Through the Eyes of the Parent Educator" 
(1994) 
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Sponsored Research 

- "A Needs Assessment for the Virginia Association 
for the Education of the Gifted" (1995). 

Funded by the Virginia Association for the 
Education of the Gifted, August 1994 to November 
1995. Role: Primary Researcher. and Chair of the 

Research Committee. 

Sponsored Research - Continued 

"Gifted Education in China" (1991) 

Sponsored by People to People International and 

Dr. Dorothy Sisk. Research conducted within the 

Peoples Republic of China. Role: Co-investigator 

Professional Experience 

Present Assistant Professor of Curriculum 

and Foundations, Bloomsburg 

University, Bloomsburg, 
Pennsylvania. 

1996 

1996 - Present Head Judge Regional and State, 
Spontaneous Problem 

Solving, Odyssey of the Mind, 

Roanoke, Virginia. 

1993 - 1996 Supervisor of Student Teaching, 
Montgomery NK-5 Model, Virginia 

Tech, Blacksburg, Virginia. 

1994 - 1996 Chair, Research Committee, 
Virginia Association for the 
Education of the Gifted, Richmond, 
Virginia. 

1994 - 1996 Executive Board of Governors, 

Virginia Association for the 

Education of the Gifted, Richmond, 

Virginia. 

1995 - 1996 Steering Committee Member, 
Virginia Multicultural Consortium, 
Richmond, Virginia 

1995 - (Fall) Coordinator, University Wide GTA 
Training, Virginia Tech, 

Blacksburg, Virginia. 
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Professional Experience - Continued 

1995 - (Fall) Moderator, Excellence in Education 

Conference, Virginia Tech, 
Blacksburg, Virginia. 

1995 - (Summer) Coordinator, Summer Honors - 

Middle School, Roanoke City Public 

Schools, Roanoke, Virginia. 

1994 & 1993 (Fall) Instructor, University Wide GTA 

Training, Virginia Tech, 
Blacksburg, Virginia. 

1994 - (Summer) Instructor, Summer Honors - 

Elementary, Roanoke City Public 

Schools, Roanoke, Virginia. 

1992 - 1993 Adjunct Professor, Lime Stone 
College at Charleston, Charleston, 
South Carolina. 

1990 - 1993 Teacher & Curriculum Coordinator, 

ACE - Academic and Creative 

Enrichment Grades 3-8, 

Berkeley County Schools, Moncks 
Corner, South Carolina. 

1990 - 1993 CBE - (Consensus Based Evaluation) 

Teacher Evaluator, Berkeley County 

Schools, Moncks Corner, South 

Carolina. 

1990 - 1987 Elementary Teacher Grade 5, Great 
Bridge Intermediate, Chesapeake 

Public Schools, Chesapeake, 

Virginia. 

1987 - 1985 Teacher of Pre-Algebra and Reading 
Foundations Grade 6, George W. 
Carver Intermediate School, 

Chesapeake Public Schools, 

Chesapeake, Virginia. 

1985 - 1983 Teacher of F.A.S.T. Science Grade 

6, Berkeley Middle School, Moncks 

Corner, South Carolina. 

Scholarships and Grants 

- Instructional Fee Scholarship, Virginia Tech 1993 - 
present. 
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Service 

- Member of the Executive Board of Governors, Virginia 
Association for the Education of the Gifted, 1994 - 
1996. 

- Member of the Steering Committee, Virginia 

Multicultural Consortium, 1995 - Present. 

- Speaker, for inservice programs focusing on 

curriculum differentiation and cluster grouping, 
Galax Public Schools and Bland Public Schools, 1994. 

- Coordinator, for business partnership between 

Macedonia Middle School, Moncks Corner, South 

Carolina and the Polaris Missile Facility Atlantic, 

Charleston, South Carolina, 1992. 

- Director, for Religious Ministries, Naval Weapons 

Station, Charleston, South Carolina, 1992 - 1993. 

Professional Affiliations 

- American Educational Research Association 

- Eastern Educational Research Association 

- Middle States Council for the Social Studies 

- National Association for Gifted Children 

- National Association for Multicultural Education 

- Odyssey of the Mind 

~ Phi Delta Kappa 

- Virginia Association for the Education of the Gifted 
- Virginia Middle School Association 
- Virginia Multicultural Consortium 

Publications 

Starkey, C.B. "Academically Advanced and Culturally 

Diverse: Children Who Are At A Disadvantage", in 
Teacher Educators Journal, (Winter 1996). 
  

Starkey, C.B. "Our Membership Speaks Out", in the 
Newsletter for the Virginia Association for the 

Education of the Gifted (Winter 1996). 

Starkey, C.B. "What Parents Are Saying About Gifted and 
Talented Programs", in the Newsletter for the Virginia 
Association for the Education of the Gifted (Winter 
1996). 

Starkey, C.B. (1992). Back In Time, Berkeley County 
Schools Publications. 
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Presentations 

Starkey, Charles. "Strategies for Success: Meeting the 
Needs of Middle School Students from Culturally Diverse 
Populations" for the Virginia Middle School 

Association, Norfolk, Virginia (March, 1996). 

Starkey, Charles. "Differentiating the Curriculum for 
Academically Talented Middle School Students: Meeting 
the Needs for All Students" for the Virginia Middle 
School Association, Norfolk, Virginia (March, 1996). 

Starkey, Charles. "Characteristics of Successful Children 

Who Are Both Academically Advanced and Culturally 

Diverse" for the Middle States Council for the Social 

Studies, Wilmington, Delaware (March, 1996). 

Starkey, Charles. "Strategies for Success: LEAP (LEarning 
that is Appropriate for Pupils) - A Program 

Successfully Serving Academically Advanced Children 

From Diverse Backgrounds" for the Annual Conference of 

the Eastern Educational Research Association, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts (February, 1996). 

Starkey, Charles. Presentation on "What Parents are 
Saying About Programs for the Gifted and Talented" at 
the 1995 State Conference of the Virginia Association 
for the Education of the Gifted, Roanoke, Virginia. 

Starkey, Charles. Presentation on "Academically Talented 

Children from Culturally Diverse Populations: Meeting 
Their Special Needs" at the 1995 State Conference of 
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Gifted, Roanoke, Virginia (1995). 

Starkey, Charles. Presentation on "Teachers of Tomorrow: 

A Look into the Future" at the Future Teachers 
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Starkey, Charles. Presentation on "What Parent Educators 

Are Saying About Our Gifted and Talented Programs" at 

the conference for the Northern Virginia Council for 
the Gifted, Leesburg, Virginia (1994). 

Tlou, Josiah, & Starkey, Charles. Presentation on 

"Classroom Implementation Session of the Virginia 
Standards of Learning for Elementary Social Studies, 
K-5" at the annual meeting of Virginia Social Studies 
Educators, Roanoke, Virginia (1995). 
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