
Teaching Mathematics to Gifted and Backward 

Children 

Mathematically gifted students have needs that differ in nature 

from those of other students. In grades 9-12, students may be able to 

select honors, advanced, and AP courses; however, even in these more 

homogeneously grouped classes there is a range of differences that need 

to be acknowledged. 

Why should we do anything different for mathematically gifted 

students? 

Gifted students differ from their classmates in three key areas that are 

especially important in mathematics. These are summarized in the table 

below. 

How Gifted Learners Differ from 

Classmates 

Relationship to Mathematics 

Learning 

1. Pace at which they learn 1. The sequential nature of math 

content makes pacing an issue. 

2. Depth of their understanding 2. Deeper levels of understanding 

and abstraction are possible for most 

mathematical topics, so 

differentiation becomes important. 

3. Interests that they hold (Maker, 

1982) 

3. If the interest is snuffed out early, 

the talent may not be developed. 

Mathematically gifted students differ from the general group of 

students studying maths in the following abilities:  



a. spontaneous formation of problems,  

b. flexibility in handling data,  

c. mental agility of fluency of ideas,  

d. data organization ability,  

e. originality of interpretation,  

f. ability to transfer ideas,  

g. and ability to generalize (Greenes, 1981).  

Mathematics can be the gatekeeper for many areas of advanced 

study. In particular, few gifted girls recognize that most college majors 

leading to high level careers and professions require four years of high 

school math and science (Kerr, 1997). Students may drop out of math 

courses or turn toward other fields of interest if they experience too 

much repetition, not enough depth, or boredom due to slow pacing. 

What do the Curriculum Standards of the National Council of 

Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) say we should do about 

mathematically gifted students? 

The NCTM Standards do not mention gifted students explicitly but 

recognize that students are not all the same. For all students, the 

Standards place a greater emphasis on areas that traditionally have been 

emphasized for the gifted. All students are now expected to complete a 

core curriculum that has shifted its emphasis away from computation 

and routine problem practice toward reasoning, real-world problem 

solving, communication, and connections. "The Standards propose that 

all students be guaranteed equal access to the same curricular topics; it 

does not suggest that all students should explore the content to the same 



depth or at the same level of formalism" (NCTM, 1989, p. 131). At the 

high school level, additional topics are suggested for "college-intending" 

students.  


