
432 Unit 7: Learner Differences

Teaching Students Who Are Gifted
The current definition of giftedness in the NCLB Act states that to fully develop their poten-
tial, students who are gifted need special activities or services not typically provided by 
schools. However, few states require differentiated curriculum or experiences for gifted 
students (VanTassel-Baska, 2015). Teachers have several approaches available to them in 
deciding how to meet the needs of students who are gifted.

Advanced instruction in topics or subjects. Teachers can provide students who are 
gifted with more advanced instruction commensurate with their level of ability. Because 
a large proportion of the curriculum content in a given school year includes information 
and skills that gifted students already have mastered, gifted students benefit academically 
from accelerated instruction (Kulik & Kulik, 2004; Reis & Purcell, 1993; Rogers, 1993). 
Acceleration refers to adjusting the pace of instruction within the student’s grade, mov-
ing students quickly through grades (i.e., skipping grades), or providing instruction above 
grade level in one or two subjects and allowing students to remain with same-age peers 
for other subjects. Contrary to common beliefs, skipping grades does not appear to be as 
harmful to social and emotional well-being as once thought (Colangelo & Assouline, 2009; 
Subotnik et al., 2011).

Enrichment. Because students who are gifted need opportunities for developing 
critical thinking and problem-solving skills, they benefit greatly from enrichment activities 
(Johnson, 2000; Miller & Gentry, 2010; Reis & Boeve, 2009). Enrichment activities allow 
them to broaden and deepen their knowledge beyond the regular curriculum. For optimal 
learning, teachers should create enrichment activities that satisfy the criteria listed in 
Table 20.5.

The decision to use acceleration or enrichment activities must take into account the 
student’s interests and learning preferences (independent work, hands-on activities, collab-
oration, etc.). When teachers uniformly give students more advanced and challenging work 
without regard for their needs and interests, students quickly learn that if they do their “best 
work” they are rewarded with more and harder work, perhaps dampening their motivation 
(Renzulli & Reis, 2004).

When choosing accelerated content or enrichment activities, teachers can use curric-
ulum compacting, a useful tool for streamlining the material that needs to be covered with 

TABLE 20.5	 Criteria for Successful Enrichment Activities

ENRICHMENT ACTIVITIES SHOULD: EXAMPLES:
Take into account the interests of the 
student

Allowing a third-grade student who is 
gifted to pursue an interest in astronomy 
by researching galaxies and creating a 
PowerPoint presentation

Be situated within the context of a real 
problem for meaningful learning to occur

Doing a project on alternative fuel sources to 
help solve global warming

Encourage the use of authentic methods 
and resources, those used in real life to 
investigate problems

Using computers, microscopes, library 
resources, interviewing, experiments

Lead to tangible solutions or products as 
a result of the activity

Creating models, posters, presentations, 
plays

SOURCE: Renzulli, 1999.
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