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CONTEXT AND ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGES IN GIFTED EDUCATION
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN CROATIA, SERBIA AND SLOVENIA*

Abstract: Although there were studies that investigated some aspects of remote education and educational
experience of different stakeholders during the Covid-19 pandemic, there is a lack of data and studies that explored
context and effects of organizational changes in education during the pandemic on gifted students. This paper is part
of the wider qualitative study about the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on schooling in Croatia, Serbia and Slovenia
that specifically included gifted students (both from primary and high schools). In the first part of the paper, some
basic characteristics of access to the gifted, identification procedures and support for gifted students in three countries
are discussed, while in the second part organizational changes in emergency circumstances during the pandemic are
considered. It is shown that, besides similarities and differences in approach, gifted students could be considered a
vulnerable group in all three countries of the region.

Key words: gifted students, Covid-19 pandemic, provisions for gifted students, comparative study.

Introduction

The World Health Organization declared Covid-19 a global pandemic on March
11, 2020. Since then, the number of countries closing schools has risen rapidly in just a few
days (UNESCO 2020; 2022). The Covid-19 pandemic and the measures introduced to prevent
the spread of the disease dramatically changed life conditions and educational process for all
the actors (students, teachers and entire families). Protection measures were very restrictive at
the beginning of the pandemic, educational institutions were closed and the majority of
countries introduced emergency remote education (ERE) (Giannini, 2020). New practice in
emergency situations changed students’ educational experience and affected the role of the
teacher and use of digital media and e learning.

Although there were studies that investigated some aspects of ERE and educational
experience of different stakeholders during the Covid-19 pandemic, there is a lack of data and
studies that explored context and effects of organizational changes in education during the
pandemic on gifted students. This work is part of the wider qualitative study about the effects
of the Covid-19 pandemic on schooling in Croatia, Serbia and Slovenia® that included primary
and high school students from the general population and also students from vulnerable
groups: students with learning disabilities, low SES students and gifted students, as well as
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their parents and teachers.® This paper is focused on high school gifted students aiming to
consider the educational context for gifted high school students in three regional countries:
Croatia, Serbia and Slovenia, during Covid-19 pandemic.

Legal framework concerning gifted students
in Croatia, Serbia and Slovenia

In this part, some basic characteristics of access to the gifted, identification
procedures and support for gifted students in three regional countries are discussed.

Gifted education in Croatia. — Croatian legal framework postulates obligatory
identification of gifted students at all educational levels, as well as provision of educational
models and differentiated curriculum according to students’ needs (Ordinance on Secondary
School Education of Gifted Students, 1993). In practice, there are vast differences in the
implementation of these procedures across Croatian schools. There are no systematic
identification procedures, thus no national monitoring and evaluation system is put in place
(Antuli¢ Majcen et al., 2019; Ministry of Science and Education, Republic of Croatia, 2022).
At the high school level enrichment for gifted students is implemented in the regular
educational system. It mostly pertains to preparation for subject-related competitions, with
additional classes or extracurricular activities in students’ subjects of interest provided by
school teachers or mentors, as well as occasional involvement in programs and projects.

Gifted education in Serbia. — The framework of state policy and legislations in
Serbia refers to the right of all individuals with outstanding abilities to appropriate education
and institutional support (Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development of
the Republic of Serbia, 2021a). There is no systematic identification but there is an education
system of specialized schools for gifted and talented high school students, extracurricular
programs, state financial support for individual achievements as well as teacher training
(Bogunovi¢ & Krnjai¢, 2013; Krnjai¢, 2022). Basic forms of the support within the educational
approach to gifted students that are recognized in the legal regulations are referring to:
promoting, accelerating, enriching and allocating in selected classes and specialized schools
for gifted in different domains (Ministry of Education of the Republic of Serbia, 2023) but
there are vast differences in the implementation of these procedures in practice. So, even within
the regular education system gifted students could be educated by individualized educational
plan (adjusted — IEP3) (Altaras Dimitrijevi¢c & Tati¢ Janevski, 2016) it is not often
implemented in schools, while additional classes or extracurricular activities are usually
organized as preparation for subject-related competitions and depend on the personal
engagement of teachers and mentors.

Gifted education in Slovenia. — In Slovenia, support for gifted students in high
school is provided on different organizational levels, i.e. curricular and extra-curricular
enrichment activities, acceleration, and special education programs for gifted students in arts,
sports and academics; gifted students also have the opportunity to receive a national
scholarship and participate in competitions in various subject areas (Jurisevic, 2020). Despite
the fact all these possibilities exist, they are implemented differently in schools, as work with
gifted students is not systematically regulated in Slovenia. The procedure for identifying
giftedness depends on the high schools. Some students, who enroll in high schools, are already
identified as gifted in primary school; the others may be invited to the identification process
by teachers or school counselors in high school. Many grammar schools do not use the
identification procedure suggested by the Ministry of Education, but instead pay special
attention to highly motivated and academically outstanding students. However, to be formally

& Study results concerning the effects of education during the Covid-19 pandemic in Serbia on typical
students and students with learning difficulties and students from low SES families see: Institute of psychology, 2022.
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identified as a gifted student in the Slovenian education system, a student must reach the top
10 per cent on at least one of two or three measures: (1) intelligence test (Raven's Progressive
Matrices or Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children), (2) creativity test (Torrance Tests of
Creative Thinking or Test for Creativity Thinking - Drawing Production), or (3) teacher
assessment by Teacher's Assessment Scale of Gifted Students; the latter is a criterion only
for primary school (JuriSevic, 2011).

Measures introduced to prevent the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic that affected
gifted high school students in Croatia, Serbia and Slovenia

High school education during the Covid-19 pandemic in Croatia. — During the
Covid-19 pandemic, high schools in Croatia were fully closed only during the spring of the
2019/2020 school year, with the implementation of emergency remote teaching and learning
at the time (i.e. video-conferences, lecture recordings, digital teaching platforms). Exceptions
were made for students in the final grades of their high school education who took their final
exams in person, as well as for vocational students who had practical lessons in schools
(Ministry of Science and Education, Republic of Croatia, 2020a).

In the 2020/2021 and 2021/2022 school years, all Croatian high schools could
flexibly adapt to epidemiological circumstances, by adopting one of the three models: high
school education fully in person, blended online and in-person teaching (two groups of
students, one attending school online, the other in person, with groups switching educational
model weekly or biweekly), or fully remote high school education (Ministry of Science and
Education, Republic of Croatia, 2020c, 2021). Decision on the educational model was made
by coordination of schools, county government and epidemiologists, with the possibility of
changing the chosen educational model at any time during the school year. As such, Croatia
was one of the European countries with the fewest days of fully remote teaching and learning
(UNESCO, 2022). By the 2022/2023 school year all schools in Croatia, including high schools,
implemented entirely in-person education.

High school education during the Covid-19 pandemic in Serbia. — High schools
in Serbia closed on March 16 2019/2020 and online classes began on the 23rd of March for
secondary schools. By the end of that school year, TV lessons for primary and secondary
school students were broadcast on the public TV service. In April 2020, a national online
platform was established which, in addition to recordings of TV lessons, also included
interactive tests, as an addition to the TV lessons. In order to support students and the learning
process, schools soon started using a learning management system (LMS) - usually Google
Classroom (Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development of the Republic
of Serbia, 2020a; 2020b)

In the school year 2020/21 hybrid teaching model was introduced (Ministry of
Education, Science and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia, 2021b). One
half of the students in high schools were attending classes in school, while another half was
attending classes from home. Classes were shortened from 45 to 30 minutes and the number
of classes was cut to up to five. From September 2021, the "traffic light model" was introduced
in which the teaching modality (in school - hybrid - remote) was determined at the level of the
municipality and school, depending on the local epidemiological situation. After longer or
shorter periods of hybrid or distance teaching, in April 2022 all schools returned to direct
teaching.

High school education during the Covid-19 pandemic in Slovenia. — During the
first Covid-19 wave in the 2019/20 school year, Slovenian high schools closed on March 16
2019/2020 and commenced emergency remote education until the end of the school year. In
the 2020/21 school year, high schools initially resumed face-to-face classes, but switched back
to emergency remote education at the end of October 2020/2021, which lasted until February
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2021/2022 (for final year students) and March (for other students). Onwards the hybrid
model of education was recommended nationally.

Effects of organizational changes during Covid-19 pandemic on gifted high school
students in Croatia, Serbia and Slovenia

Legal framework and some basic characteristics of access to the gifted high school
students’ education in three regional countries in regular circumstances are discussed as well
as the organizational changes in emergency circumstances introduced to prevent the spread of
the Covid-19 pandemic.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, different epidemiological waves occurred, with a
diverse set of restrictions and measures put in place in schools (Ministry of Education, Science
and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia, 2020a, 2021b; Ministry of Science
and Education, Republic of Croatia, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c). After the first wave and lockdown
when all schools were closed, and the ERE was introduced, gradually, different hybrid forms
of teaching and learning were also introduced. In all three countries, a decision on the
educational model (in-person, hybrid model, the ERE) was made through the coordination of
schools, county governments, and epidemiologists, with the possibility of changing the chosen
educational model at any time during the school year (Ministry of Science and Education,
Republic of Croatia 2021).

In all three regional countries, besides regular classes, the majority of extracurricular
and extra school activities, programs/seminars and competitions preparations, competitions
etc. were canceled or postponed or moved to digital format. These organizational changes have
directly affected the educational opportunities and educational experiences of gifted students.
Yet, the gifted were not recognized as a vulnerable group.

Various forms of support, proposals and recommendations in the guidelines of the
respective institutions (ministries and/or international organization) were in general related to
the population of typical students, while specific recommendations and instructions were
related to students from marginalized groups and students with learning difficulties who
needed additional educational support. There were no specific instructions for working with
the gifted in the official institutional announcements in emergency circumstances. Provisions
for gifted students, individualized approach, extra guidance such as monitoring their learning
process and preparing additional assignments were more a matter of effort and commitment of
individual teachers.
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KONTEKST | ORGANIZACIONE PROMENE U OBRAZOVANJU DAROVITIH TOKOM PANDEMIJE
COVID-19 U HRVATSKOJ, SRBIJI | SLOVENIJI’

Rezime: Iako su postojale studije koje su istrazivale neke aspekte obrazovanja na daljinu i obrazovno
iskustvo razli¢itih ucesnika obrazovnog procesa tokom pandemije Covid19, nedostaju podaci i studije koje su
istrazivale kontekst i efekte organizacionih promena u obrazovanju tokom pandemije na darovite u¢enike. Ovaj rad je
deo Sire kvalitativne studije o efektima pandemije Covid-19 na obrazovanje u Hrvatskoj, Srbiji i Sloveniji koja je
posebno obuhvatila i darovite uéenike (osnovne i srednje $kole). U prvom delu rada razmatraju se neke osnovne
karakteristike pristupa darovitim ucenicima, postupci identifikacije i podrSka za darovite ucenike u tri zemlje. U
drugom delu rada razmatraju se organizacione promene u vanrednim okolnostima tokom pandemije. Pokazalo se da
se, pored sli¢nosti i razlika u pristupu, u sve tri zemlje regiona daroviti u¢enici mogu smatrati ranjivom grupom.

Kljuéne reci: daroviti ucenici, pandemija Covid-19, podrska darovitim uéenicima, komparativna
studija.
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