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Asynchronous development, accelerated 
information processing, unusual depth of 
understanding, and the capacity to handle 
increasing levels of complexity are just some 
of the distinctive characteristics of the highly 
capable learner which led to the revision of 
Chapter 28A.185 of the Revised Code of 
Washington (2009):

The legislature finds that, for highly 
capable students, access to accelerated 
learning and enhanced instruction is 
access to a basic education. There are 
multiple definitions of highly capable, 
from intellectual to academic to artistic. 
The research literature strongly supports 
using multiple criteria to identify highly 
capable students, and therefore, the 
legislature does not intend to prescribe a 
single method (p.1).

The Statute, and accompanying 
Washington Administrative Code (WAC) 
revisions, challenge districts to do more than 
identify their most highly capable students 
based on the district’s established definition, 
and more than create a singular program at 
a given time to serve those students. Instead, 
the law encourages schools to ensure that 
an evolving continuum of services is in 
place to serve their highly capable students 
through access to accelerated and enhanced 
instruction, K-12. This legislation recognizes 

that highly capable students are so every day 
of the week, during regular school hours, 
throughout their lives, and not just at a 
distinct point in time in their educational 
experience. In sum, this legislation 
represents a shift in thinking from a 
program-centered approach to education 
to a student-centered one. How do schools 
meet this challenge? By adapting systems 
currently in place, adding evidence-based 
best practices and services for meeting the 
needs of exceptional learners, and providing 
systematic professional development 
opportunities for working with this 
unique population. This article addresses 
what accelerated learning and enhanced 
instruction are, as well as the essential 
elements for developing a continuum of 
services in a district.

Differentiation for Highly Capable 
Students

Quality curriculum and instruction for 
the highly capable learner include increased 
depth, complexity, novelty and accelera-
tion. According to the National Association 
for Gifted Children (2010) and research 
conducted in the field (Rogers, 2007), this 
includes differentiating the pace and rate 
of learning, providing time for students 
to explore areas of interest in-depth, and 
assigning work involving more complex 

problems and resources to provide daily 
challenge. Additionally, it is important that 
highly capable students spend time with 
their intellectual peers on a regular basis for 
social interaction and the chance to work 
with students who can challenge their way 
of thinking.

Accelerated learning and enhanced 
instruction are two main categories of 
differentiation for highly capable students 
that help define the possibilities of what 
a teacher and district can do to ensure 
learning needs are met. Students may need 
enhanced and accelerated experiences in 
all content areas or just one; it depends on 
the individual learner. Therefore, a range of 
services is required for achieving differenti-
ated instruction in the classroom and across 
the district.

Accelerated Learning
Acceleration is an educational practice 

that has been around for centuries. It can be 
described as students progressing through 
their education at a faster rate or younger 
than the conventional age (Pressey, 1949). 
The 2004 publication A Nation at Risk 
exposed how our schools are holding back 
its brightest learners, and authors Colan-
gelo, Assouline and Gross (2004) identified 
18 different types of acceleration that can 
be implemented into the school system 
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to appropriately challenge highly capable 
learners. Some of these options include early 
entrance, grade skipping, subject-based ac-
celeration, and advanced experiences.

Early entrance. Early entrance refers 
to the early admission of a student to any 
grade level of the school system based on 
demonstrated need. Examples include early 
entrance to Kindergarten, first grade, or 
middle school, as well as early graduation 
enabling a student to move on to college 
earlier than most.

Grade skipping. Grade skipping may 
be appropriate when a student demonstrates 
overall high achievement and needs to be 
advanced at least one grade level in the 
majority of content areas.

Subject-based acceleration. Partial 
acceleration can be provided to students in 
a variety of ways. For example, a student 
may demonstrate mastery of a concept or 
skill through a pre-assessment. The teacher 
can then replace the mastered curriculum 
with appropriately challenging material 
that is more complex. This practice is called 
“compacting” the curriculum. The replaced 
academic work can be accelerated through 
practices such as self-paced instruction 
guided by the teacher, dual enrollment in 
a higher grade level, advanced placement 
and honors courses, or even online courses. 
Some students may be ready to “telescope” 
the curriculum and learn two or more years 
of curriculum in a content area in one 
school year.

Advanced experiences. Advanced 
experiences come in a variety of forms, the 
most common of which are internships, 
mentorships, and extracurricular programs. 
Students demonstrating advanced skill in a 
domain may be connected to an internship 
program at a relevant organization to fur-
ther develop their abilities. Internships may 
turn into mentorships if a student works 
consistently with a person who helps foster 
the strength area (Callahan & Dickson, 
2013). Mentorships and internships are 
effective because of the advanced, focused 
authenticity of the experiences. Extracur-
ricular programs are offered outside of the 
regular school format as well. These can be 
enrichment classes focused on interests or 
academic competitions to extend educa-
tional experiences, both of which provide 
opportunities for exploration.

While it may not be possible for every 
district to offer all of these different types of 
accelerated opportunities, changing district 
policies to enable implementation of as 

many as possible will make a tremendous 
difference for the highly capable learner.

Enhanced Instruction
Enhanced instruction means tailoring 

pedagogy for highly capable students, often 
characterized by adjusting curricula for 
additional depth, complexity, or novelty. 
Instructional approaches that foster these 
skills include service-learning, place-based 
learning, and problem-based learning. 
Compacting the curriculum may also be 
used to provide opportunities for students 
to comprehend subject matter at deeper 
levels. For instance, independent projects 
focused on student interests can be designed 
by the student and teacher to further extend 
the curriculum. There are also curricula 
designed specifically for highly capable 
students, such as the William and Mary 
units in language arts, math, social studies 
and science developed at the Center for 
Gifted Education at the College of William 
and Mary. Finally, enhanced instruction 
can be integrated into acceleration options 
to provide rigorous and advanced learning 
experiences. 

Developing a Continuum of Services
The National Association for Gifted 

Children developed K-12 program stan-
dards as a guide for districts when creating 
a comprehensive highly capable program 
(NAGC, 2010). The standards are divided 
into six categories that educators may use 
for designing effective programs for highly 
capable students. Categories include 1) 
addressing unique cognitive and affective 
needs, 2) assessment methods for identifica-
tion and program evaluation, 3) curriculum 
planning and instruction, 4) effective learn-
ing environments, 5) programming options 
to create a continuum of services, and 6) 
professional development needs for school 
personnel. The standards state that in the 
context of program development program-
ming refers to a continuum of services that 
address the academic and social needs of 
students with gifts and talents in all settings 
(NAGC, 2010). The newly revised WAC on 
gifted and talented includes this distinction 
and promotes application of a range of ser-
vices for meeting the needs of highly capable 
students. The goal is to provide students 
with appropriate services throughout their 
educational experience.

When determining what an effective, 
appropriate K-12 continuum of services 
will look like, a number of factors must be 

considered. A viable, quality continuum 
will be built on the foundation of a district 
philosophy committed to serving the 
needs of highly capable students, including 
a definition of who those students are 
and clearly defined objectives associated 
with the types of services to be provided. 
Additionally, a district will need to consider 
their student demographics, community 
values, funding realities, and school cultures 
(Brighton, 2010). Once these foundational 
pieces are in place, the district team can 
build a continuum of services designed to 
match their particular student population 
academic and social needs.

There are five main service delivery 
models to consider when building a 
continuum of services. These models 
include integrated classroom support, 
cluster grouping, pull-out programs, special 
classes, and special schools (Schroth, 2013).

Integrated classroom support. This 
model refers to differentiated instruction 
and services for highly capable students 
within the regular classroom.

Cluster grouping. Cluster grouping is 
a way to systematically group high achiev-
ing students together in classrooms for the 
school year. Teachers working in cluster 
classrooms have a range of students, like 
usual, but the number of high achieving stu-
dents is condensed by clustering these stu-
dents in a classroom with a teacher trained 
to adapt curriculum to meet their academic 
needs. Research has shown that all students 
make achievement gains in this type of ar-
rangement (Gentry & Mann, 2008).

Pull-out programs. Pull-out programs 
provide part-time accelerated or enhanced 
instruction outside the regular classroom by 
a trained teacher.

Special classes. Special classes also 
offer accelerated and enhanced instruction. 
However, they suggest more pedagogical 
or discipline specific options at the 
secondary level, such as honors or Advanced 
Placement. At the elementary level, a special 
class may be a full-time self-contained 
classroom for highly capable students in a 
school-within-a-school model.

Special schools. Special schools are 
full-time, discipline specific or comprehen-
sive academic programs designed for highly 
capable students.

A district may consider the five models 
and select one or more as an appropriate 
framework for developing its plan. The type 
of service model selected often depends 
on the size of the district. For example, 
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while all districts may choose to include 
integrated classroom support to differentiate 
curriculum and instruction, not all will have 
the number of students required to run a 
special school.

Once the model of service is 
determined, the actual activities within 
each model are selected. Figure 1 is a 
graphic representing a number of activities 
that reflect both accelerated and enhanced 
learning options for highly capable students.

Ideally, a district will have services 
that represent all levels of the pyramid. 
Those at the base are appropriate for more 
students and include enrichment, regular 
classroom instructional modifications, 
and extracurricular activities to develop 
talent. Closer to the top of the pyramid, 
the options become more focused on 
acceleration and serve a fewer number of 
students who require these types of services. 
Additionally, they require more organization 
and facilitation from an administrator. For 
example, cluster grouping is intentionally 
designed when assigning students to 
classrooms for the year. It should be noted 
that differentiation and flexible grouping 
strategies still take place within the different 
class configurations and options.

Figure 2 shows the components 
of a comprehensive continuum of 
service designed to provide consistent 
and appropriately challenging learning 
experiences for highly capable students. 
These components are consistent with what 
small districts can reasonably provide under 
current financial limitations. Larger districts, 
presumably with more resources, may 
consider cluster grouping, self-contained 
classrooms, and magnet schools to better 
serve students with exceptionalities.

Overall, there are a number of ways in 
which a district can create a comprehensive 
plan of services for highly capable students. 
A thoughtfully and intentionally designed 
portfolio of services will lead to opportuni-
ties for accelerated and enhanced learning 
opportunities for students throughout their 
education.

Starting from  
What You Are Currently Doing

Districts should start designing their 
highly capable program by examining what 
they are currently doing and then adding 
or modifying services. This approach will 
ensure change is sustainable according to 
currently accepted practices within the 
district. For example, a rural district that 
currently has multiage classrooms in the 

elementary grades with teachers working 
collaboratively to flexibly group students in 
math and language arts based on student 
readiness level may want to extend this 
model to additional content areas. Students 
may be allowed to dually enroll in the 
middle or high school for acceleration. A 
large district that currently serves highly 
capable students through pull-out or magnet 
programs may consider expanding services 
to all schools through cluster grouping and 
differentiated instructional practices.

Examples can be found throughout the 
state of Washington of districts working to-
gether to build effective programs. The Ru-
ral Alliance for College and Career Success 
is exploring options to expand accelerated 
course opportunities by sharing instructors 
across districts using an online platform. 
It has also received a grant to develop a 
blended learning environment for math 
curriculum and instruction in grades K-8 
to support struggling learners and challenge 

high achieving students. Some Educational 
Service Districts are also examining ways to 
provide training, resources, and networking 
opportunities to aid districts in complying 
with increased service requirements.

Professional Development
One requirement for successful 

implementation of a continuum of 
services for highly capable learners is 
professional development for all school 
personnel involved with highly capable 
education. This includes administrators, 
principals, counselors, and of course 
teachers. Indeed, WAC 392-170-030 
requires that all educators receive ongoing 
professional development related to serving 
the needs of gifted learners. Specific 
areas for training include “identification 
procedures, academic, social and emotional 
characteristics, program design and delivery, 
instructional practices, student assessment, 
and program evaluation” (WAC 392-170-
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038, 2013, p.1). Moreover, the Highly 
Capable Technical Working Group also 
recommends professional development 
in the areas of cultural competency, 
special populations, collaboration and 
communication skills (Pauley & Hess, 
2010). Finally, new teacher and principal 
evaluation criteria assess educators on their 
facility with recognizing individual student 
learning needs and developing strategies 
to address those needs (Washington State 
TPEP, 2013).

There are a number of different models 
and strategies for professional development. 
A combination of strategies that includes 
individual, small group, and district training 
opportunities across settings on an ongoing 
basis are especially effective. Formats to 
consider include professional learning 
community book studies, lesson study, 
peer coaching, and formal coursework. 
Regardless of the approach, elements of 
effective professional development includes 
theory, implementation, feedback, and 
continuing support (Cooper, 2004)

Conclusion
There are many options for creating a 

successful continuum of services to meet 
the needs of highly capable students. 
Nevertheless, it is necessary to create 
programs that align with individual student 
needs, district demographics, community 
values, and resources. Sustainable 
models involve parents, teachers, and 
administrators, with equal input in the 
formation of an effective portfolio of 

services to ensure viability and achievement 
of goals, not the least of which is enabling 
all students to reach their full potential.

References
Callahan, C. (September, 2010). Lessons learned 
from evaluating programs for the gifted. Paper 
presented at University of Virginia. Retrieved 
from http://www.k12.wa.us/highlycapable/

Callahan, C.M., & Dickson, R. (2013). Mentors 
and mentorships. In J.A. Plucker & C.M. Cal-
lahan (Eds.), Critical issues and practices in gifted 
education: What the research says (pp. 577-591). 
Waco, TX: Prufrock Press.

Colangelo, N., Assouline, S., & Gross, M. (Eds.) 
(2004). A nation deceived: How schools hold back 
America’s brightest students, vol. 2. Iowa City, 
Iowa: International Center for Gifted Education 
& Talent Development.

Cooper, D. (2004) Professional development: 
An effective research-based model. Boston, MA: 
Houghton Mifflin.

Gentry, M., & Mann, R.L. (2008). Total school 
cluster grouping: A comprehensive research based 
plan for raising student achievement and improv-
ing teacher practices. Waco, TX: Prufrock Press.

National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC, 
2010). NAGC pre-k-grade 12 programming 
Standards: A blueprint for quality gifted education 
programs. Washington DC: NAGC.

Pauley, G. & Hess, J. (2010). Highly capable pro-
gram: Technical working group recommendations. 
OSPI. Retrieved from http://www.k12.wa.us/
HighlyCapable/Workgroup/

Pressey, S.L. (1949). Educational acceleration: 
Appraisal of basic problems. Bureau of Education 
Research Monograph No. 31. Columbus, OH: 
Ohio State University Press.

Revised Code of Washington (2009). Chapter 
28A.185 RCW. Retrieved from http://apps.leg.
wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=28A.185

Rogers, K. (2007). Lessons learned about edu-
cating the gifted and talented: A synthesis of the 
research. Gifted Child Quarterly, 51(4), 382-396.

Schroth, S. (2013). Service delivery models. 
In J.A. Plucker, & C.M. Callahan (Eds.), Critical 
issues and practices in gifted education: What the 
research says (pp 577-591). Waco, TX: Prufrock 
Press.

Washington Administrative Code (2013). Chap-
ter 392-170 WAC: Special service program – highly 
capable students. Retrieved from http://apps.
leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=392-170.

Washington State Teacher - Principal Evaluation 
Project (2013). Criteria and definitions. Retrieved 
from http://tpep-wa.org/the-model/criteria-
and-definitions

Kathryn Picanco, Ed.D. is an Associate Pro-
fessor of Education and the Director of the 
Center for Gifted Education at Whitworth 
University in Spokane. Kathryn teaches 
courses in the Gifted and Talented Educa-
tion and teacher preparation programs at 
Whitworth.

http://www.k12.wa.us/highlycapable/
http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/Workgroup/
http://www.k12.wa.us/HighlyCapable/Workgroup/
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=28A.185
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=28A.185
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=392-170
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=392-170

