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ChallenGE	Project:	
Meeting	the	Needs	of	Highly	Able	Learners	

	
ChallenGE	Project	

The	ChallenGE	Project	 is	an	educational	 innovation	which	seeks	to	connect	practitioners	 in	schools	
with	expertise	in	learning	and	teaching,	gifted	education,	design	thinking	and	research.	The	aim	is	to	
support	schools	to	develop	programs	and	strategies	for	their	specific	context	that	target	 improved	
outcomes	for	highly	able	learners.	Over	time,	and	with	a	sustained	focus,	the	prototype	is	intended	
to	 be	 scaled	 up	 to	 produce	 whole	 school	 improvement.	 Gifted	 education	 research	 and	 literature	
reveals	that	there	is	no	single	program	that	is	appropriate	for	all	highly	able	students.	However,	the	
principles	are	simple:	for	students	to	continue	to	progress	in	their	learning,	teachers	need	to	provide	
rigorous	curriculum	supported	by	ongoing	assessment	to	determine	challenging	learning	goals.	The	
ChallenGE	Project	will	 assist	 teachers	 to	design	programs	 that	are	optimal	 for	 their	 students,	 staff	
and	school	contexts.	
	
Drawing	on	the	literature	in	the	field	of	gifted	education,	the	cognitive	and	affective	learning	needs	
and	 programming	 options	 for	 highly	 able	 learners	 have	 been	 well	 researched	 and	 documented	
during	the	past	40	years.	
	
The	 ChallenGE	 Project	 brings	 together	 two	 organisations,	 Flinders	 University	 and	 the	 AISSA,	
committed	 to	 supporting	 highly	 able	 learners,	 through	 their	 work	 with	 teachers,	 schools	 and	
students.	
In	 South	 Australia,	 Flinders	 University	 has	 been	 the	 leader	 in	 professional	 learning	 about	 gifted	
education	through	their	postgraduate	programs	since	1995.	For	several	years	the	AISSA	has	provided	
expertise	 to	 support	 member	 schools	 and	 offered	 professional	 learning	 programs	 for	 teachers	
wishing	to	better	serve	their	highly	able	students.	
	
Rationale	

Using	 the	 design	 thinking	 process,	 schools	 and	 educators	 will	 develop	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	
understandings	about	highly	able	learners	and	their	education	(Griffin,	2013;	Jolly,	2015).	
	
Researchers	 have	 noted	 a	 lack	 of	 growth	 in	 NAPLAN	 achievement	 for	 highly	 able	 students	 and	
decreased	scores	on	international	measures	of	academic	performance	(Masters,	2015).	For	instance,	
the	 performance	 of	 Australian	 15-year-olds	 in	 the	 OECD’s	 Program	 for	 International	 Student	
Assessment	 (PISA)	 declined	 over	 the	 first	 twelve	 years	 of	 this	 century,	 with	 the	 largest	 decline	
occurring	 among	our	 highest	 performing	 students	 (Masters,	 2015).	 These	 studies	 “raise	 questions	
about	how	well,	as	a	nation,	we	are	challenging	and	extending	the	most	able	students	in	our	schools	
and	what	more	we	could	be	doing	to	meet	the	learning	needs	of	these	students”	(Masters,	2015).	
	
It	is	important	to	acknowledge	that	high	ability	is	no	guarantee	of	academic	success.	Unless	schools	
intentionally	plan	learning	environments	and	experiences	that	challenge,	extend	and	support	highly	
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Figure	1:	The	ChallenGE	Project	(2016)	model	adapting	design	
thinking	to	the	challenge	of	improving	outcomes	for	highly	able	
students	

able	students,	they	may	underachieve	and	fail.	
	

Highly	able	learners	

The	 term	 “highly	 able	 learners”	 has	 been	 chosen	 for	 the	 ChallenGE	 Project	 to	 describe	 learners	
whose	 academic	 capabilities	 are	 in	 the	 upper	 quartile	 of	 their	 age	 cohort.	 Other	 terms	 that	 have	
been	 used	 in	 recent	 times	 to	 describe	 highly	 able	 learners	 are	 high	 capacity,	 high-end,	 high	
performing,	high	potential	and	gifted.	Whatever	 term	 is	used,	 these	are	 the	students	who	are	not	
generally	well	served	in	our	schools.	Professor	Patrick	Griffin	estimates	the	under-served	population	
of	highly	able	learners	to	be	25%	whilst	Professor	John	Hattie	puts	the	number	at	40%	(Hattie,	2016).	
	

 

Project	purpose	

Design	 thinking	 has	 been	 selected	 as	 the	
ChallenGE	 Project	 process	 because	 it	
“explores	educational	innovations	through	
iterative	 trials	 in	 practical	 settings”	 (Dai	
&	Chen,	2015,	p.	34)	informed	by	research	
at	 the	 site	 level	 to	 empathise	 with	 the	
targeted	needs	 group.	A	 core	principle	 of	
design	thinking	is	engaging	with	people	to	
develop	 a	 deep	 understanding	 of	 their	
needs	 in	 order	 to	 investigate	 new	
perspectives	 which,	 in	 turn,	 generate	
novel	 solutions	 to	 their	 self-identified	
challenge.	 In	 partnership	 with	 Flinders	
University,	 the	AISSA	will	assist	 schools	 to	
analyse,	design,	deliver,	evaluate	and	scale	
a	context-specific	plan	to	build	capacity	 in	
meeting	the	needs	of	highly	able	 learners.	
This	will	be	 implemented	through	a	series	
of	 six	 central	 workshops,	 complemented	
by	 school-based	 inquiry	 and	 support	 and	
professional	learning	tasks.	
	
Schools	may	 enter	 the	 ChallenGE	 Project	
at	 the	 novice,	 apprentice,	 practitioner	 or	
expert	 levels,	 in	 other	 words,	 at	 their	
Zone	of	Proximal	Development	(Vygotsky,	
1978).	
	
There	 is	 an	 expectation	 that	 participating	
schools	 will	 share	 ideas,	 approaches	 and	
resources	 with	 each	 other	 in	 the	
collaborative	 design	process.	 Schools	may	
also	 choose	 to	 participate	 in	 a	 Flinders	
University	 research	 project	 running	 in	
parallel	 to	 the	 ChallenGE	 Project.	 This	
research	will	evaluate	the	effectiveness	of	
this	 innovative	 professional	 learning	
program	over	time.	
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Project	objectives:	

Participants	will:	
• develop	deep	knowledge	of	the	needs	of	highly	able	learners	in	their	context	
• engage	 in	 design	 thinking	 processes	 and	 collaborative	 learning	 in	 order	 to	 develop	 new	

approaches	or	refine	existing	ones	
• develop	a	context-specific	plan	for	meeting	the	needs	of	highly	able	learners	
• replicate	 the	 learning	 from	the	prototype	within	 their	 individual	 schools,	 led	by	 the	school	

ChallenGE	team.	
	
Participants	will	understand	that:	

• whole	school	change	is	a	collaborative	process	
• highly	able	learners	are	“…	entitled	to	rigorous,	relevant	and	engaging	learning	opportunities	

drawn	 from	 the	 Australian	 Curriculum	 and	 aligned	 with	 their	 individual	 learning	 needs,	
strengths,	interests	and	goals”	(Student	Diversity	advice,	Australian	Curriculum	v8.2)	

• there	 are	 principles	 of	 provision	 for	 highly	 able	 students	 and	 a	 variety	 of	 evidence-based	
curriculum	models	and	strategies	that	can	be	used	as	ideas	to	inform	the	design	process	

• there	is	no	single	means	of	provision	that	will	be	equally	effective	for	all	highly	able	students	
in	all	contexts,	and	so	schools	need	to	tailor	programs	that	meet	their	specific	needs	

• applying	 principles	 of	 design	 thinking	 and	 research	 can	 assist	 schools	 to	 understand	 the	
process	 of	 innovation	 and	 change,	 establish	 an	 empirical	 basis	 for	 evidence-informed	
practice	and	build	capacity	for	high	level	performance	

• developing	 programs	 and	 strategies	 that	 improve	 outcomes	 for	 highly	 able	 learners	
enhances	outcomes	for	all	students.	

	
Project	scope	

It	 is	an	expectation	 that	 the	work	of	 the	 staff	 involved	 in	 this	project	will	have	 the	 support	of	 the	
school’s	 leadership	 team	and	 that	 the	provision	of	 educational	 experiences	 appropriate	 for	 highly	
able	students	throughout	the	school	will	be	a	strategic	commitment	for	the	school.	There	will	be	a	
commitment	to	the	professional	 learning	of	all	 teaching	staff	so	that	the	successful	prototypes	are	
scaled	up	to	produce	whole	school	improvement	in	the	capacity	of	staff	to	provide	appropriately	for	
highly	able	learners.	
	
The	ChallenGE	Team	from	each	participating	school	will	comprise	a	minimum	of	two	staff	members	
who	commit	to:	

(a) engage	with	the	design	thinking	process	over	a	two	to	three-year	time-frame	
(b) attend	each	of	the	six	full-day	central	workshops	through	2017	and	2018	
(c) undertake	self-directed	learning	and	inquiry	tasks	in	their	school	contexts	
(d) document	their	progress		
(e) share	their	insights,	ideas	and	discoveries	with	the	other	ChallenGE	Teams.	
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Timeline	

2016	
Expressions	of	interest	
Information	session:	Term	4,	Tuesday	8	November	2016,	4-30pm	–	6.00pm	
AISSA	Boardroom,	301	Unley	Road,	Malvern	

	
2017	–	2018	

Six	central	 full-day	workshops:	Development,	 implementation	and	evaluation	of	 the	
ChallenGE	Project	using	design	thinking	in	each	school	

	
2018	–	2019	

In-school	 support:	 Diffusion,	 scaling	 and	 consolidation	 of	 ChallenGE	 Project	
initiatives	in	each	school	
	

Expression	of	Interest	

Please	complete	and	return	the	Expression	of	Interest	form	to:	
Emily	Metelmann	
Email:	metelmanne@ais.sa.edu.au	
	
For	more	information	contact:	
Janet	Farrall,	Senior	Education	Consultant	
Email:	farrallj@ais.sa.edu.au		
Phone:	8179	1443	
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