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Abstract

Scholars, psychologists, and teachers from around the world have been dealing with the
topic of giftedness for many years. Also in Slovakia, development of giftedness is a
highly topical issue and gifted education has earned its place in the current curricular
documents issued by the Ministry of Education. The national curriculum specifies educa-
tion objectives, teaching plans, requirements for personnel, organizational and material-
technological requirements for gifted education. However, the personnel requirements
are problematic not only in Slovakia, but also in other countries. Most attention is paid
to identification and development of gifted children, but very little consideration is
given to the training of teachers for gifted children. The lack of justifying teacher training
does not guarantee sustainability of gifted education. The aim of this paper is to map
and describe gifted education, teacher training programs and qualifications for teachers
of intellectually gifted pupils in Slovakia, Austria, Belgium and Finland. These countries
were chosen because of very different perceptions of the gifted education and teacher
training. These systems are compared and a proposal for sustainable teacher training is
offered.
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Introduction

Until recently the common assumption prevailing in most European countries was
that gifted learners do not have any specific needs and thus do not need any special
attention. It was believed that gifted learners would progress in regular classes on their
own without further assistance. Gifted education was thus neglected. The issues of
gifted pupils have increasingly gained ground in Europe in recent decades. In order to
maximize the potential of gifted learners and make the gifted education sustainable, it
is essential to improve flexibility of schools, to diversify teaching methods and techniques,
to enrich the content of the curriculum and to increase the qualifications of the teachers
who work with gifted learners.

To be specific, teacher training represents an area that is most neglected in spite of
a general effort to improve the education of the gifted. Although there abounds a consider-
able number of research on sustainable teacher training programs for general education
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(Gaduová, Haková, Malá, Munková, 2013, Flores, Santos, Fernandes, Pereira, 2014,
Iliko, Skrinda, MiËule, 2014, Klímová, 2015, Pipere, Veisson, & Salite, 2015, Ged˛˚ne,
2015, Hanesová, 2015, Zygmunt, 2016) there is a limited amount of research done on
sustainable teacher training programs for gifted pupils. A large-scale European wide
research was conducted in 2005 (Monks, Pfluger, 2005), which provides information
about the status and systems of gifted education in 21 European countries. However
Slovakia did not participate in the research. The conducted research points out that only
9 out of 21 countries (Austria, Germany, Spain, Hungary, Luxembourg, the Netherlands,
Romania, Slovenia and the United Kingdom) provide teacher training for those working
with gifted pupils. In Europe we have a common language policy in the form of Common
European Framework for Languages (2001), which determines concepts of foreign
language teaching in European countries. Gifted education and teacher training of gifted
pupils is so diverse in every country, so we believe that there should be in Europe at
least some common principles on how to work with gifted pupils and requirements for
teachersí qualifications with the aim to sustain the development of gifted children. Sterling
(2008) emphasised that sustainable education moves towards deeper education itself
including policies, purposes and practices. Education should sustain and realize human
potential in relation to the need. There is a need to re-evaluate gifted education and
teacher training concerning its existence and sustainability. This article presents infor-
mation about the current state of teacher education for gifted pupils in Austria, Belgium,
Finland and Slovakia with the focus on sustainability. The choice of these countries was
purposeful as they offer very diverse understanding and system of gifted education and
their systems of teacher training leads to a different level of sustainability of gifted
education.

The Training of Teachers for Gifted Children in Austria

Austria is a country which has developed a nationwide gifted education program,
including qualifications for teachers working with gifted children. Austrian legislation
supports the education of gifted children via integrated instruction in traditional class-
rooms. This education takes the form of individual approach, acceleration, deepening
of the curriculum, skipping a year, completing courses at a university and earlier enrol-
ment into university. A segregated model of education is rare. Identification of gifted
learners is carried out by teachers and psychologists who use standardized tests. Indicators
for the identification of gifted learners are excellent academic results, which has not
proven to be the most reliable indicators. (Oswald et al, 2005).

The training of teachers for gifted children in Austria is becoming increasingly
topical. A large part of the curriculum at some faculties of education is aimed at gifted
education. Universities provide lectures, seminars and workshops focused on theoretical
and practical aspects of giftedness and gifted education. Faculties of education and
educational institutes organize lectures and seminars for teachers within the scope of
lifelong learning to ensure sustainability in their gifted teaching practice. Training of
teachers for gifted learners emphasizes an inclusive approach; it trains future teachers
for work with gifted pupils integrated into regular classes. OEZBF (Austrian Centre for
Training and Research of Gifted Pupils) cooperates with faculties of education and
universities in the curricula design of teacher training for gifted learners. They also
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cooperate in the development, implementation and evaluation of curriculum of teacher
training for gifted learners at pre-school age (OEZBF, 2014). The topical nature of the
issue of teacher training of the gifted pupils and the need for its sustainability resulted in
the launching of a postgraduate training program for professionals in the education of
gifted learners (e.g. a Master degree program for training of teachers for gifted children
at the Danube University in Krems). Postgraduate education is possible at more than
ten educational institutes; it is partially funded by the Ministry of Education and until
2005 more than 600 students graduated successfully (Oswald et al, 2005). The positive
development in the field of gifted education is supported by the fact that educational
standards, graduate programs, and particularly the White Paper in 2011 were established
(White Paper Promoting Talent and Excellence). The White Paper is an extensive
nationwide valid document which emphasizes the need for training of teachers for the
gifted and specifies the education legislation at all levels ñ training of teachers for gifted
children, system of education of gifted learners, etc. (Weilguny et al, 2011). The aim of
the Austrian education policy is to provide at least one expert in the field of education
of gifted pupils for each school. It is apparent that gifted education and adequate teacher
training have become important issues of education in Austria and these can lead to
great progress and sustainability of gifted education.

The Training of Teachers for Gifted Children in Belgium

Belgium is a case of a country, which delivers a totally opposite kind of approach
to the education of the gifted. According to Kumpsa (2008) a long-term view has persisted
in Belgium that the issue of giftedness is a luxury ìnice to haveî problem. Therefore
Belgian legislation does not define giftedness or gifted education. However, the Ministry
of Education has been involved in creating conditions for education of gifted pupils
over the last decade, but still has not come to any decisions. There are no standards at
the national level in Belgium which would determine the identification and subsequent
education of gifted pupils. Schools have full autonomy and determine criteria for identifi-
cation of and working with gifted pupils.

In Belgium, there are neither courses at faculties of education, nor compulsory
disciplines aimed at gifted education. Teacher trainees can only attend optional courses
focused on giftedness. University of Antwerp offers counselling to parents and teachers
at the Centre for research of giftedness (Kieboom, 2005). With so little support of gifted
children and lack of teacher training there cannot be any reference of sustainability of
gifted education, as it virtually does not exist. There is however eagerness to improve
this situation. For example, at a national conference in Belgium, organized by the Belgian
association of professionals and parents of gifted children in 2011, the Minister of
Education expressed the necessity of supporting gifted children and training of teachers
for gifted children in the Belgian education system. Apart from earlier admission to
school and skipping a year, there are no specific procedures and methods of gifted
education and training of teachers for gifted children in Belgium. However Professor
De Corte (in DíHondt, 2012) came to conclusions that are now widely accepted. Univer-
sity teacher training requires much more attention in the field of gifted education and
issues of giftedness should have a more prominent position in the Belgian school system.
Otherwise, sustainable gifted education is not feasible. Just the opposite to the Austrian
system of gifted education and teacher training, the Belgian system is underdeveloped.
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For the progress and sustainability of the gifted pupils, legislation changes, perception
of the gifted, gifted programs and teacher training need to be made.

Training of Teachers for Gifted Students in Finland

Finland is a country with a specific system of education in general. Its gifted
education is very different because it has no special status. Even though the Finnish
legislation does not specify the gifted as learners with special educational needs, their
pupils reach one of the best results in the world. The Finnish education system is strongly
decentralized and only general guidelines are provided at national level. A specific feature
of the Finnish education system is the recognition of the individual needs of all learners,
differentiation of schools and school instruction according to the age and abilities of
individual pupils. The schools provide individual training programs that enable differen-
tiated learning process. The differentiated education represents a general policy of Finland
and every learner (also gifted) benefits from the individualization of education. Learners
are not marked and this fact allows them to accelerate according to their individual
abilities. According to Tirri (2013) there are however some scholars in Finland who
acknowledge the importance of recognizing the social and affective needs of gifted
learners. Special schools, programs and summer camps for gifted children, which promote
academic and creative giftedness of learners, are being organized.

In Finland there are not any programs aimed at educating gifted learners. In general,
the qualification of teachers is based on individual interests and needs of learners. Current
trends of differentiation and individualism are reflected in the possibilities of planning
the curriculum and teachers are expected to find the most appropriate ways of developing
the potential of all learners. Teacher trainees receive background information about
giftedness and gifted learners as part of their study. The University of Helsinki and the
University of Tampere provide courses for working with gifted pupils for in-service
teachers according to their interests (Tirri, 2005). In spite of absence of legislation related
to the gifted education in Finland, the education system (not only for gifted) operates as
one of the best in the world. This system is clearly very efficient and Finlandís results
indicate great sustainability in all spheres of education, which is proved by top results in
international testing. Finnish pupils achieve regularly the best results in international
PISA testing out of all countries in the world (OECD, 2014).

Training for Teachers of Gifted Students in Slovakia

Slovakia was chosen because it is our home country and also has a specific system
of gifted education. This system is compared with the previously mentioned systems.
Slovak legislation (School Act no. 245/2008 § 2 letter j on education and training) defines
a gifted learner as a child with special educational needs. Gifted children must be identified
by centres of pedagogical-psychological advisory services. According to the Act 103
article 1 education of gifted learners is conducted in schools with a focus on the develop-
ment of:

1. intellectual giftedness of children (general and intellectually specific giftedness)
2. the artistic giftedness of children
3. sport giftedness of children.
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Learners with a general intellectual giftedness (GIG) have a special state education
program, but the principles are the same as those valid for other learners. However the
education of pupils with a general intellectual giftedness has to consider the special
educational needs in the form of appropriate forms, methods and techniques of teaching
practice. Special schools or classes for children with a general intellectual giftedness
(under Act no. 245/2008) are set up in Slovakia, after completion of the fifth year further
study at a grammar school is expected. The educational process at schools for gifted
learners is highly individualized. Learners may be reclassified into a higher grade, attend
several grades at the same time, take some subjects from a higher grade, or they may
have an individual learning plan. However, in general an expanding or enriching educa-
tion is preferred. The maximum number of pupils per class is 12. National curriculum
(–KVP) allows schools to individualize the school curriculum and organisational forms
of education for gifted learners. There are also special textbooks for Slovak language
and mathematics available, which are used at the primary level of education for gifted
learners (VÚDPaP, 2008). Moreover, education of gifted learners can take a form of
integrated education in regular classes. In such case, an individual or group educational
program is developed for integrated gifted pupils. Teachers in cooperation with an
Institute for educational counselling and prevention are responsible for their development
(Dock, 2005; DuchoviËová, Babulicová, 2010). The system of gifted education in Slovakia
is elaborated in a great detail and should guarantee sustainable gifted education.

However, the teacher training and qualifications of teachers of gifted learners do
not have exact criteria and conditions. According to the national curriculum teachers of
gifted pupils should meet the following qualification requirements: teaching qualification
for primary level, or teaching qualification for specific subjects. Learners with GIG can
be taught also by a university teacher or an expert with research experience/practice or
special pedagogue. Teachers are chosen by the school director and they should be
provided with special training for working with intellectually gifted learners. According
to Páleník (2011) from Research Institute for Child Psychology and Pathopsychology
(VÚDPaP) teachers in teaching practice are not prepared adequately for working with
intellectually gifted learners and university education provides them only with minimum
information on how to work with gifted pupils. The VÚDPaP has been focusing on the
education of gifted children for over thirty years. VÚDPaP has included the issue of
education of gifted learners into lifelong learning programs, particularly into the conti-
nuous education of teachers. The aim is to prepare primary school teachers for educa-
tional work with gifted children (Páleník, 2011). However, there are not any study
programs aimed at training of teachers for gifted learners in Slovakia. Universities and
faculties of education provide some courses designed for working with gifted children
within the scope of academic subjects related to pedagogical and psychological matters,
but the field didactics do not have to include issues concerning working with gifted
learners. It depends on the individual universities and study fields whether they consider
education of gifted learners necessary. The lack of teacher training in gifted education
does not fit in with the elaborated system of gifted programs and the two together do
not lead to sustainable education.

Teachersí qualification for working with intellectually gifted learners is at a low
level. It is definitely an area that needs to be addressed. From the research, the existence
of a special national curriculum and special classes for pupils with GIG, it is clear that
the education of gifted children is a priority of the Slovak education system, but the
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actual teacher training is neglected. Even though Porubská proposed already in 1997
quite a detailed plan for teacher training of gifted children, in-practice teacher training
is continuous education, there is not a noticeable improvement in gifted teacher training,
which is considered as a problem and it needs to be dealt with. The only complex courses
for teachers of gifted learners known to us are the training courses provided by VÚDPaP.
Similarly to the VÚDPaP courses, universities, faculties of education, and methodological
centres should be providing special courses and study programs for future teachers and
in-practice teachers of gifted children. Master programs focusing on working with gifted
children should be established at faculties of education and field didactics of particular
major subjects should include working with gifted children. To reach progress and
sustainability of gifted education, there is a great need to create and improve teacher
training courses in the area of gifted education. Gifted children are the future of every
country and therefore their education must not be neglected.

Conclusion and Suggestions

It is clear from this brief review of the issues of teacher training for gifted pupils
that despite the great attention provided to the education of gifted pupils, the education
of teachers of gifted learners has been neglected. Out of the mentioned countries, the
training of teachers for gifted learners is firmly established and receives a considerable
attention only in Austria. Austria is on the best path to gain progress and retain sustain-
ability in teacher training and gifted education. Belgium is a country that has so far
failed to address giftedness, gifted education, as well as teacher training for gifted pupils.
Belgium is now at a starting point in the issue of gifted education. It appears that Belgium
is still only finding ground in gifted education and there cannot be talk about sustainability
of gifted education. Finland has long been one of the best in terms of education results
in general, despite the absence of gifted education per se. It is likely due to the overall
education system based on individual approach to learners, which is one of the specific
features of working with gifted learners. Finland is one of the most successful countries
concerning education in general and it has been gaining progress and sustainability in
teacher training and education in general. Slovakia with elaborated gifted programs is
missing programs in the area of teacher training for gifted pupils. The elaborated gifted
programs and missing teacher training programs are in contrast and cannot succeed
with the current system in ensuring sustainable gifted education. Scholars deal with
topic giftedness (Porubská, 1997, DuchoviËová, Babulicová, 2010, Veselá, 2010, Bírová,
2013, Reid, 2014, KováËiková, 2015), but very little has been done in practice concerning
training of teachers of gifted learners. For progress of the gifted pupils in special classes
there needs to be courses provided not only in general pedagogy but also in the field of
didactics with the aim to make gifted education sustainable.

There was a considerable review carried out by Reid and Boettger (2015), which
analysed gifted education in ten European countries. The outcomes demonstrate a great
variety in gifted education. With the aim to bring some system into understanding of
gifted education, we recommend some common terminology, understanding, principles
and requirements concerning gifted education in Europe. It would not be anything new
in Europe, as European countries already share a common language policy (Common
European Framework for Languages) which serves as recommendations for creating
national curricula for foreign language learning in European countries. Similar policy
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could be applied in gifted education, which would bring unity in understanding gifted
education and possibly its sustainability.

Concerning teacher training within the scope of academic subjects related to pedago-
gical and psychological matters, all faculties of education should offer courses on gifted-
ness, peculiarities of gifted children, principles on working with the gifted, etc. What is
definitely missing is training teachers in the field of didactics. This field includes working
with pupils with special educational needs, but gifted are often avoided. Teachers and
teacher trainees are experts in their subject matter (Soobik, 2014), but because the gifted
children require special attention and have specific needs, the teachers need to be able
to shift from the traditional approach towards the more constructivist approach and to
adapt to differences of gifted children with the aim to reach sustainability of field didactics
within gifted education.

At the university or institutional level, there is a need to create graduate and post
graduate programs, courses in teacher training programs and courses for in-service
teachers specialising on gifted education. Specialised courses should significantly contribute
to sustainable gifted education, where sustainability is integrated into schools, classrooms,
subjects, etc. (Redman, 2013). In service teacher trainings are very important for pro-
fessional development of teachers, where they can not only escalate their knowledge,
but also re-examine, re-evaluate their beliefs, which would lead them to self-reflective
awareness (Kabadayi, 2016). This all should contribute to sustainable gifted education
in practice (Iliko, 2007). The Austrian system of having specialists on gifted education
in every school could be given as a model for sustainability of gifted programs in schools.
It is common that schools employ special pedagogies, but their work focuses more on
pupils with special educational needs in the form of learning disabilities, communication
disorders, emotional and behavioural disorders, physical and developmental disabilities
and gifted pupilsí needs are neglected.

The paper includes research results gained as a part of the project APVV-15-0368
Prax v centre odborovej didaktiky, odborová didaktika v Centre praktickej prípravy.
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