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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
M. Gail Hickey

Like most classroom teachers, I struggled early in my career with how to 
provide instruction to meet the needs of all my students. Teachers’ edi-
tions offered a plethora of suggestions for teaching the so-called average 
student. Many textbook publishers also included methods and ideas to 
facilitate learning for less able students. What was missing in my arsenal 
of teaching resources was how I might enrich and extend instruction for 
those students who had already mastered much of the content – the gifted 
learners.

The one discipline where my gifted learners most often seemed moti-
vated to move beyond the textbook coverage was social studies. Able 
students were drawn to social studies lessons and activities involving criti-
cal thinking, critical reading, cause and effect, analysis and evaluation, 
decision making, and maps and globes. My graduate studies taught me 
that others had noticed a natural connection between social studies as 
a discipline and the instructional needs of gifted learners. For example, 
Sandra Kaplan (2002a) writes about the “natural alignment” between social 
studies content and skills and “the concept of differentiating curriculum 
and instruction for gifted students” (p. 1). Soon I was developing interdisci-
plinary units based on social studies topics or themes for my own classroom 
and incorporating lessons or activities intended to differentiate instruction 
for all levels of ability.



2  M. G. HICKEY

Eventually my career led me to train teachers. However, I never forgot 
my young gifted learners’ fascination with social studies topics or their moti-
vation for extending study of favorite themes. Differentiation of instruction 
now takes many forms including, but not limited to, problems-based learn-
ing (PBL), inquiry learning, Socratic questioning, parallel curriculum, and 
enrichment triad. Experts agree that, as a discipline, the social studies 
encourages the development of skills and habits of mind believed to be 
advantageous for gifted learners (Clark, 2002; Delisle, 1991; Kaplan, 
2006, 2002; Robinson, Reis, Neihart, & Moon 2002). Getting information 
about the connections between social studies and gifted education, and 
instructional resources demonstrating these connections, into the hands 
of practicing educators remained a continuing interest. I sought out the 
assistance of colleagues in higher education who also are well-known social 
studies educators. When my colleague Jeremiah Clabough revealed he 
shares my interest in designing social studies instruction for gifted stu-
dents, we decided to collaborate on a project that led to the publication 
of this book.

An Overview of the Book

This book is intended for use by classroom teachers, social studies edu-
cators, gifted education specialists, curriculum specialists, and teacher 
educators who want to promote challenging social studies instruction and 
enrich learning for gifted or interested learners. Chapter authors are expe-
rienced teachers who are actively involved in the National Council for the 
Social Studies (NCSS) and/or the National Association for Gifted Children 
(NAGC) and are familiar with relevant national curricular standards and 
frameworks. Instructional activities within the chapters are connected to 
NAGC and NCSS curriculum guidelines. Chapter authors were asked to 
include teacher-tested lessons or activities. The book is divided into three 
sections representing social studies-based instructional activities for ele-
mentary, middle, and secondary grades. However, activities in each section 
are easily adapted to upper and lower grade levels. Educators and curricu-
lum experts who use activities in this book can be assured each lesson or 
activity is grounded in standards and curriculum guidelines advocated by 
national professional organizations.

The Social Studies

As a discipline, social studies is a term used to encompass many and 
varied social sciences. History, geography, anthropology, sociology, political 
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science, and economics all are social sciences included under the umbrella 
term “the social studies.” Social studies is “the integrated study of the social 
sciences and humanities to promote civic competence” (National Council 
for the Social Studies Curriculum Standards, 2010, p. 9). Within the K–12 
schooling experience, social studies provides for coordinated, systematic 
study of the social sciences while also drawing upon relevant content from 
mathematics, the natural sciences, and the humanities. According to the 
National Council for the Social Studies (2010), the primary goal of social 
studies instruction is “to help young people make informed and reasoned 
decisions for the public good as citizens of a culturally diverse, democratic 
society in an interdependent world” (p. 9). 

Most adults may recall social studies instruction as involving names, 
dates, memorization, quizzes, and dull thick textbooks. For many years 
most social studies specialists have supported the claim that, when taught 
in a lively, dynamic fashion, social studies becomes a most exciting subject 
(see, e.g., Chapin, 2013; Skeel, 1995; Sunal & Haas 2011; Turner, Russell,  
& Waters 2013). Incorporating creative teaching strategies and social 
studies curriculum standards can help ensure that modern educators build 
learning experiences young students perceive both exciting and meaning-
ful. More recently, social studies educators have been called upon to focus 
on College, Career, and Civic Life Standards (C3) to assure social studies 
instruction demonstrates connections to the Common Core State Stan-
dards for English Language Arts and Literacy in History/Social Studies, 
Science, and Technical Subjects (NCSS, 2013, p. viii). While Common Core 
strategies have an important place in learning, there is little evidence these 
strategies are living up to the claims of politicians and other supporters, 
many of whom are not educators. 

Adapting social studies instruction to expand, enrich, or extend learn-
ing for gifted learners is referred to as differentiation. As discussed in the 
next section, gifted students or able learners need to approach learning 
with different tasks and activities that go beyond what is expected of less 
able learners. The chapters in this book provide teacher-tested examples 
of how to differentiate social studies instruction in ways appropriate for 
gifted learners.

Gifted Learners

Students classified as gifted perform at a higher level or have the ability 
to perform at a higher level in certain areas than their age/grade peers. 
Definitions of giftedness abound in the professional literature. The federal 
government defines giftedness as:
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The term “gifted and talented,” when used with respect to students, chil-
dren, or youth, means students, children, or youth who give evidence of 
high achievement capability in such areas as intellectual, creative, artistic, 
or leadership capacity, or in specific academic fields, and who need services 
or activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order to fully develop 
those capabilities. (No Child Left Behind Act, P.L. 107-110, 2002)

Experts in gifted education agree on the need for changes in regular 
classroom instruction. Gifted learners have instructional needs that are not 
being met in the regular classroom (Clark, 2013 ; Kaplan, 2002a; Renzulli, 
1976; Sisk, 2008; VanTassel-Baska, 2006). State and local school budgets 
rarely provide sufficient funds to support special classes for gifted learn-
ers at all levels. This means the regular classroom teacher is expected to 
plan and implement differentiated instruction for gifted learners in his or 
her class or subject area. As Matthew Lynch explains, classroom teachers’ 
“understanding [of] how gifted students learn in comparison to their peers 
is necessary for the success of their learning experience (Lynch, 2016, p. 1). 
Lynch adds successful learning experiences for gifted learners depends in 
large part on the teacher’s ability to connect with gifted learners through 
differentiated teaching (Lynch, 2016).

A brief look at how gifted students learn differently from their non-
gifted peers is helpful here. Gifted learners:

• learn new information more quickly than their peers
• remember what they have learned, reducing or eliminating the 

need for review
• comprehend abstract and/or complex concepts and are able to 

build connections between and among concepts
• develop an intense focus on topics that interest them, sometimes to 

the extent they are reluctant to move on or move to other topics of 
study

• deal with diverse stimuli simultaneously while continuing to display 
goal-oriented behavior

Clearly, the federal definition of giftedness as well as opinions of experts 
in gifted education underscore the need for regular classroom teachers 
to both understand how instructional needs of gifted learners differ from 
those of their peers and for regular classroom teachers to differentiate 
instruction within the classroom to provide for gifted learners’ needs. In 
the absence of such developmental awareness and instructional differ-
entiation, according to Sylvia B. Rimm (as cited in Winebrenner, 2001), 
“yearning for learning is stifled” when gifted learners “sit in classrooms 
surrounded by lessons they could easily teach the rest of the class” (p. xi). 
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The nature of the social studies discipline and gifted learners’ specialized 
needs demand, in fact, that teachers learn to differentiate social studies 
instruction. 

Differentiation of instruction begins with the core curriculum or 
disciplinary curriculum as defined by state and/or national standards. 
When teachers plan differentiated instruction able learners need, Susan 
Winebrenner (2001) notes that resulting experiences can benefit other 
learners in the class as well. Sandra Kaplan (2002b) agrees with Winebrenner 
when she explains differentiated curriculum “has the core curriculum as its 
foundations and provides those learning experiences that extend the core 
curriculum so it is responsive to the traits that distinguish gifted students” 
(p. 14). 

Each chapter author in this edited volume shares strategies and resources 
for differentiating the social studies curriculum in ways that benefit gifted 
learners by using activities or experiences to extend or enrich social studies 
learning for all students. We urge you to take these lessons and activities 
into your classroom, try them out with your students, adapt and adjust 
according to the special needs and dynamics within your community, and 
make them your own.
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