
For Teaching and Developing 



of  

Discover what this kit is, how it was developed, and how you could use it to develop the intellectual,  
academic, and creative potential of above average ability students at your school.  

Understand how recent changes to the law have changed highly capable programs  across the state and 
how those changes impact our classrooms and our obligations to our highly capable students.  

Review the characteristics and tendencies commonly associated with highly capable students, particularly 
those associated with students from culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse backgrounds. 

A brief explanation of all the key elements of differentiated instruction: what it is, why we do it, and how 
we can do it—jam packed with strategies, materials, and supporting research for implementation. 

Investigate four low-prep, high-impact strategies addressing the social and emotional needs of our highly 
capable students. These strategies  also support your efforts to effectively manage the collaborative,  
interactive, and autonomous learning environments often associated with a differentiated classroom.  

Access an explanation of the cluster grouping model, what it typically looks like in a grade level, and how 
to begin assigning students to a cluster group. Designed to be printed for team meetings! 

Explore the research that was synthesized to produce this starter kit for you—plus some interesting  
resources for those of you ready for a deeper dive! Links are provided, when possible, for easy access. 

 

Viewing this electronically? Click on any of the titles or page numbers below 
to view that page. Want to return to this Table of Contents page? Click on 
any of the green page numbers at the bottom of any page to return to the 
Table of Contents.    

 



Understanding the 

Pasco School District and Washington State define  
Highly Capable learners as those who: 
 

 

PERFORM or SHOW POTENTIAL 
for performing at 

SIGNIFICANTLY ADVANCED academic levels 
WHEN COMPARED WITH OTHERS  

of their age, experiences, 
or environments in one or more areas. 

 
 

WAC 392-170-035 

 

The program serves the “gifted.” The program serves the “highly capable.” 

Identify students who fit the service. Identify services that fit the student. 
 
Prioritize identifying underrepresented 
groups (WAC 392-170-075). 

Teachers nominate students; one  
service available for both math AND 
reading. 

Anyone can refer; a continuum of services 
available for math AND/OR reading 
(WAC 392-170-078).  

Rigorous instruction is provided as an 
addition to a basic education.  

Accelerated and enhanced instruction IS 
access to a basic education  
(RCW 28A.185.020). 

RIGOR= Extra homework/assignments,  
  tutoring other students. 

RIGOR= Providing a productive challenge 
and opportunities for new learning. 

Being an advanced learner is an innate 
trait and remains static over time. 

Becoming an advanced learner is nurtured 
and could develop over time.  

 

 This chart outlines some of the major  
   implications this law has had to our program:      

This law means that classroom teachers are responsible for two things:  
 

1) Make modifications to your instruction to provide a productive challenge for  
 your highly capable students, and  
 

2) Provide examples of your efforts and attempts to provide a productive challenge  
when parents and other stakeholders  ask. 

 

http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=392-170-035
http://apps.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=392-170-075
https://app.leg.wa.gov/wac/default.aspx?cite=392-170-078
http://app.leg.wa.gov/rcw/default.aspx?cite=28A.185.020


Highly capable students could display one or more of the characteristics listed 
below and to a greater degree than their peers. These characteristics represent  
tendencies which are commonly shared by highly capable students, but each 
student is unique. Our highly capable students are still growing and developing. 
These characteristics may vary in number, frequency, and consistency for each 
student, or could be absent in the classroom. Typically, these characteristics are  
organized into the categories displayed below:  

Knows the answers Asks unforeseen questions Notices exceptions and anomalies 

Becomes interested   Becomes intensely curious Ponders, becomes speculative 

Diligent worker Profound thinker Playful with work and thinking 

Absorbs information Manipulates information Creates/discovers new information 

Enjoys school Enjoys learning Enjoys creating 

Alert; engages in lesson and/or 
task 

Observant; engages in anticipating 
and connecting observations 

Intuitive; engages in exploring and 
brainstorming possibilities 

Grasps new ideas easily Infers from new ideas Makes mental leaps: Aha!  

Understands increasingly abstract 
ideas 

Constructs and infers with  
increasingly abstract ideas 

Generates and innovates  
increasingly abstract ideas 

Develops logical and appropriate 
ideas for a task 

Develops complex and abstract ideas 
even when unprompted 

Overflows with ideas, many of which 
may never be developed 

Follows instructions precisely and  
copies accurately 

Manipulates instructions; finds  
connections between approaches 

Ignores/Improvises instructions  
and/or discovers new approaches 

Completes complex tasks on time Initiates complex projects and  
extensions of assignments 

Initiates more projects than will be  
Completed 

A technician; possesses expertise 
within a specific field of study 

An expert; conceptualizes and  
hypothesizes beyond a specific field  
of study 

An inventor; innovating within and  
beyond one or more fields of study 

Performs at the top of the group Performs above and beyond the 
group  

Performs beyond the group; in group 
of own 

Expresses respect and  
compliance 

Expresses strong feelings and  
opinions from different perspective 

Expresses eccentric ideas and  
behaviors   

Pleased with learning Highly self-critical Eccentric 

Prefers company of same-age/
same-grade peers 

Prefers company of intellectual peers 
and adults 

Prefers company of creative peers, 
but often works alone   

Receptive Intense and sensitive Independent and unconventional 

Asynchronous development  
between mind/emotions/behavior 

Asynchronous development between 
mind/emotions/behavior 

Asynchronous development between 
mind/emotions/behavior 

Usually, motivated by grades and 
extrinsic rewards 

Usually, motivated by intrinsic/
personalized rewards, but not usually  
motivated by grades 

Usually, motivated by intrinsic/
personalized rewards, but not usually  
motivated by grades 

Typically, needs 6-8 repetitions for  
mastery 

Typically, needs 1-2 repetitions for  
mastery 

Questions the need for mastery;  
argues the validity of the criteria used 
to measure mastery 

of The 

 

the 



Diverse Students 

Recognizing Potential in 

 

Research shows that despite the increase in  
diversity in schools across our nation over the 
last few decades, gifted and highly capable  
programs across our nation have not diversified 
at the same rates. For this reason, Washington 
State has asked its school districts to prioritize 
the identification of these students.  
 

Because of the issues that traditional measures 
have presented for identifying these  
under-represented groups, the High Potential 
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Scale and the 
High Potential Culturally and Economically  
Diverse Scale were developed. To read more 
about these scales, click here. In addition to the  
characteristics outlined on page 5, you may find 
that culturally, linguistically, and economically 
diverse students may demonstrate one or more 
of the characteristics below: 

Displays a strong sense of pride in his or her cultural 
background 

Expresses effective communication through expressive 
speech rich with imagery 

Expresses a  desire to teach peers words from their  
native language 

Reveals an interest in  others from cultures different 
from his/her own 

Exhibits eagerness to translate for peers and adults Displays a high degree of emotional responsiveness  
(e.g., spontaneity, openness, ease in sharing feelings)  

Demonstrates a balance between appropriate  
behaviors expected of his or her native culture and the 
new culture 

Expresses an awareness of his/herself as a highly capable 
learner 

Reveals an ability to explain native dialect and idioms 
(e.g., play on words, slang) 

Demonstrates an independent nature 

Expresses understanding of puns and jokes related to  
culture 

Exhibits a strong sense of altruism (i.e., caring for  
others) 

Displays ability to read above grade level (either in  
English or his/her native language) 

Reveals a keen sense of justice 
 

Reveals above-average English language proficiency 
growth 

Displays an ability to express emotions (and not  
necessarily in just words) 

Exhibits social maturity Demonstrates richness in imagination through informal 
language 

Demonstrates ease adapting to new environments Expresses a questioning orientation (i.e., a strong  
curiosity and tendency to ask many questions) 

 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/gjrohf6iqa9zqtw/CLED_Scales2015.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/gjrohf6iqa9zqtw/CLED_Scales2015.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/gjrohf6iqa9zqtw/CLED_Scales2015.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/gjrohf6iqa9zqtw/CLED_Scales2015.pdf?dl=0
http://www.cledscales.com


 In many ways, teaching a highly capable learner does not seem much different than teaching any other  
student. Like other students, it feels like we always seem to take two steps forward and one step  
backward. However, because of highly capable learners’ unique and dynamic natures, combined with their intense 
social and emotional needs, it feels more like two giant leaps forward and one dramatic tumble backward. 

 The behaviors displayed below are those that are often associated with highly capable learners. Many of 
these behaviors are ones which we want to celebrate and amplify through our instruction. Others display why  
modified instruction is a proactive approach to addressing the challenges that come with teaching the highly  
capable.  

 
 Differentiating instruction is one way to do this. Differentiated instruction refers to strategies used to  
provide an appropriate level of rigor for students. Typically, these strategies provide ways to modify the process, 
product, content, context, or resources to address varying degrees of readiness, interests, and /or individual  
learning profiles (for more information, see page 6).  
 

 When there are several students who are identified as highly capable in a particular grade level, we can use 
the cluster grouping model. Cluster grouping is essentially a school-wide system for grouping students into  
classrooms, reducing the range of skills in every class, thus making it easier to differentiate for all learners (for more 
information, see page 12). Talk to your principal to learn if your campus is using the cluster grouping model.  

 When a highly capable student is capable of accessing their skills and talents, strategic use of a few key  
instructional strategies can help them experience continuous growth and facilitate the continuous growth of all 
other types of learners as well.  

 There are unique challenges that come with being a highly capable learner that can often slow or obstruct 
our efforts to provide these students with a productive academic challenge in our classrooms. More often than not, 
the social and emotional challenges our highly capable learners experience could create the greatest barriers to 
their academic success. 

 Our role as teachers of the highly capable is to provide productive challenges for continuous growth.  
Sometimes providing an intervention that helps our highly capable learners cope with their social and emotional 
challenges in the classroom is the productive challenge we are providing our students (for more information about 
addressing the social and emotional needs of highly capable learners, see page 10).  

 



The Abridged Edition 

Any INSTRUCTION which is MODIFIED  
to provide ACCESS to  

an appropriate level of RIGOR  
and continuous GROWTH. 

 

Click here to listen to  
Carol Ann Tomlinson’s definition. 

Why? 
We differentiate to address a student’s 
capacity to learn new material. 
 

How? 
Here are some ways our highly  
capable students may learn new  
material differently from their peers 
with examples for clarification: 

 

• Processes abstract vs.  
 concrete ideas 

• The conflict of the story is 
betrayal vs. the conflict of 
the story is stealing 

• Explains complex vs. simple ideas 
• Paraphrasing the main idea 

vs. restating the main idea 
• Reasons with open concepts vs. 

structured concepts  
• How many different 

formulas can you think of 
that equal 10 vs. solve 10 
equations with a formula  

• Applies learning independently vs.  
 dependently 

• Develop a persuasive essay 
vs. apply sentence frames 
to develop a persuasive 
essay. 

• Acquires knowledge quicker than 
most 

• Needs 1-8 repetitions for 
mastery vs. needing 10-15 
repetitions for mastery 

3 for  

Reason #1: Reason #2: Reason #3: 

 

What is 

Why? 
We differentiate to help students  
engage meaningfully with learning. 
 

How? 
Here are some ways you can engage 
highly capable learners with their 
learning in meaningful ways with  
examples for clarification: 

 

• Share text-to-self, to-text, and to-
world connections with others 

• Compare Revolutionaries 
to rebellious teens. 

• Compare John Adams’  
 ideas to Abigail Adams’. 
• US vs. French, Russian, or  
 Mexican Revolutions 

• Include technology, modeling, 
prototyping, and experimenting  

• Build a bridge with  
 toothpicks to test your  
 theory on which shapes/

angles are the strongest 
• Allow creative expression 

• Create vocabulary 
“vines” (i.e., 6 sec. videos) 
vs. create flashcards 

• Engage in collaborations 
• Create a group contract to 

make sure workload is fair 
and plan how to address 
potential group conflicts 

• Embrace student voice and choice 
• Choose tasks from a Bingo 

or Tic-Tac-Toe board  

Why? 
We differentiate to address students’ 
unique and varied learning profiles. 
 

How? 
Here are some ways our highly  
capable students may have distinct 
learning styles with examples for  
clarification: 

 

• Type of Learning Environment 
• Activity and/or noise levels 
• Lighting/ temperatures 

• Type of Classroom Culture 
• Relying on specific  

systems, routines, rules,  
and expectations 

• Style of Learning 
• Visual/Spatial 
• Aural/Auditory-Musical 
• Verbal/Linguistic 
• Physical/Kinesthetic 
• Logical/Mathematical 
• Social/Interpersonal 
• Solitary/Intrapersonal 

• Style of Teaching 
• Director: learning via  
 specific directions, tasks 

• Learning Stations 
• Discusser: learning via 

questioning/discussion 
• Literature Circles 

• Facilitator: coaching and 
consulting as needed  

 during independent tasks 
• Science Fair 

Click here to listen to Carol Ann Tomlinson explain her reasons for differentiating instruction. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bApuBiitL8Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lcQ8shR37yg


5 of   

Mode #1: Mode #2: 

Differentiating context is about modifying how a  
student applies new learning (click here for more  
information). There are four ways to modify the way a 
student applies their knowledge: 
 

• Modify within one discipline 
• Students answer increasingly more difficult 

questions about comprehending a text 
• Modify by integrating multiple disciplines 

• Students answer increasingly more difficult 
questions about a text they read in science 

• Modify to include predictable real-world scenarios 
• Students read text about mold, following lab 

procedures for growing mold on bread 
• Modify to include unpredictable real-world  
 scenarios 

• Students use inferences from the text about 
mold to determine three ways to grow mold 
on bread and design experiments 

Mode #3: Mode #4: 

Click here to view Ian Byrd’s tool, “The Differentiator,” to explore more examples of how to modify these aspects of your instruction. 

Differentiating process is about modifying the actions 
students take to obtain new learning. Here are some 
ways to vary the process your students use to learn: 
 

• Modify the measurable verb in your learning  
objective to a higher level of Bloom’s 

• Click here for a collection of resources, or 
click here and find the tab called “Thinking  
Skill” for a list of instructional verbs 

• Modify the working arrangements 
• Group vs. individual work 
• Learning stations 
• Flexible grouping 

• Include additional opportunities for creative  
 expression, incorporating technology, and  
 students’ personal talents 

• See “Interest” on page 6 for more examples 

Differentiating product is about modifying the evidence 
of learning the student submits to you. Here are some 
ways to vary the products students submit to you: 
 

• Modify the format the student uses to submit  
 evidence of her/his learning 

• Click here, and then find the tab called 
“Products” for a list of different products 

• Allow students to design products around learning 
objectives 
• Provide the learning objective and the scoring 

guide. Student proposes products to you for  
 approval 

• Be prepared for when they finish sooner than 
planned 
• Consider starting a “Genius Hour” project. Allow 

students to work on it when they finish early. 
Click here for more information or see page 9 

Mode #5: Differentiating resources is about modifying what materials and sources of information 
students use when learning. Here are some ideas for differentiating resources: 
• Modify the Lexile range of texts or Quantile range of mathematics problems  
• Modify the tools used 

• Required three types of sources vs. required to have three sources 
• Modify questions you ask. Click here to learn more about questioning for rigor 

Differentiating content is about modifying the depth and 
complexity of the subject matter (click here and here for 
more information). Below are four of the 11 ways you can 
add depth and complexity to the content: 
 

• Discover unanswered questions 
• Find questions even the experts can’t answer 

• Modify to engage through an ethical lens 
• Determine if the author was being fair minded 

vs. determine where the author is using logos, 
ethos, and pathos 

• Modify to engage through a historical lens 
• Compare the Declaration of Independence to the 

Declaration of the Occupy Wall Street movement 
vs. analyze the Declaration of Independence 

• Modify to engage through different perspectives 
• Research stakeholder perspectives of issue/

event and present at least two perspectives vs. 
present a claim and evidence about issue/event 

 

https://leadered.com/wp-content/uploads/Rigor-Relevance-Framework-White-Paper-2016-1.pdf
https://www.byrdseed.com/differentiator/
https://www.utica.edu/academic/Assessment/new/Blooms%20Taxonomy%20-%20Best.pdf
http://byrdseed.com/differentiator/
http://byrdseed.com/differentiator/
http://www.geniushour.com/what-is-genius-hour/
https://lexile.com/
https://www.quantiles.com/
http://www.ascd.org/publications/books/116004/chapters/What-Is-Questioning-for-Cognitive-Rigor%C2%A2.aspx
https://www.scusd.edu/sites/main/files/file-attachments/icons_for_dandc.pdf
http://www.byrdseed.com/abstract-and-concrete/


 

 

Easy Quick 

Strategies 

Differentiated instruction can seem really overwhelming in the beginning, but the differentiation guru, Carol Ann 
Tomlinson, has a great method for getting started. Click here to listen to her method for starting differentiated  
instruction and words of encouragement! Then, check out these three quick and easy, low-prep strategies you can 
use to start differentiating instruction for your highly capable students! 

 

Strategy #1: 

Why? 
Pre-assessment is one of the best time-saving strategies you can add to your toolbelt. This is also a great strategy 
to use for highly capable students who need to move at a faster pace. This strategy can have many benefits for 
highly capable students; the National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) states, “Curriculum compacting allows 
these students to avoid having to relearn material they already know, which research has shown can lead to  
frustration, boredom and, ultimately, underachievement” (to read more from the NAGC, click here). Curriculum 
compacting works best when it is combined with other differentiation strategies, but it can be a wonderful place to 
begin if you are just getting started. 
 

How? 
Either create a pre-assessment or use an existing formative or summative assessment as your pre-assessment. Use 
the data from the pre-assessment to determine who has mastered the skills, content, and standards of that unit; 
you can use a data sheet like this to help you quickly sort students into ability-based groups and plan for your next 
steps. For the students who have mastered certain aspects of the unit already, you can eliminate those aspects 
from their instruction, focusing only on those areas that have yet to be mastered. 

Strategy #2: 

Why? 
Tiered activities can take many forms. Most of the time, tiered activities are presented as learning stations, a tic-tac
-toe game, or a menu from which students can make selections. Regardless of the form, “tiered task” refers to any 
time you design an activity in which students have multiple ways to access or engage with a lesson and/or  
demonstrate new learning.  Click here to hear three teachers from North Carolina discuss how tiered learning  
experiences benefitted  their students; then, click here to hear how  they think tiered learning experiences benefit-
ted them as teachers.  
 

How? 
Click here to watch a video on how to design a tiered assignment. You can also click here to hear advice from the 
teachers in North Carolina about implementing tiered learning experiences, or you can click here to see examples 
of tiered assignment formats and a checklist to self-evaluate your tiered assignments. These links, combined with 
the modes for differentiating instruction on page 7, can help you design a viable tiered learning experience.  

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LGYa6ZacUTM
https://www.nagc.org/resources-publications/gifted-education-practices/curriculum-compacting
https://thecornerstoneforteachers.com/the-easiest-simplest-way-ive-found-to-differentiate-instruction/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Rj1FA2yVlI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AcJWQXLvLZU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8qku7VX9n60
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HlrWgVSw7l8
https://www.monroe.kyschools.us/userfiles/905/Meaningful%20Choice%20Menu%20for%20Classroom.pdf


Strategy #3: 

Why? 
Genius hour is what happens when tech giants in Silicon Valley transform best 
teaching practices into best business practices. Google started “genius hour” by 
giving their employees up to 20% of their work week to devote to a personal  
passion project. Google has found that great innovations and new techniques are 
discovered because of this “Genius Hour” time, and productivity during the rest of 
their employees’ work week is significantly increased.  
 

Classroom teachers can glean similar benefits to this in their classrooms because 
“Genius Hour” is essentially a modified anchor activity. Anchor activities are a  
great strategy to use for highly capable students who usually finish early and need  
something productive to do. These activities are rarely graded but are usually  
presented to the class or to parents when completed to validate the learning that 
took place.  
 

These activities can be tied to the essential learning of a unit or grading period but 
can be designed in such a way to help students learn while exploring their personal 
interests and passions. Click here to hear second graders talk about their genius 
hour projects and what they learned from the experience.  

How? 
Teachers can either provide a list of suggested activities for students to choose from or allow students to design 
their own project or a combination of both approaches. You can click here to get some samples of anchor activities 
in various subject areas, or click here to access a planning guide for implementing project based learning.  

 

Slow down, turbo. . . 
Don’t feel ready to start working with these strategies? Have you tried these strategies without success before? 
One reason differentiation seems so daunting and can go awry can come from a need to revise classroom  
management systems to better foster independent learning. Instead of starting with differentiation strategies, 
start by implementing classroom management systems that provide your students with age-appropriate  
autonomy. Here are few ideas to get you started: 
• Record directions and responses and make the audio file available to students to playback when needed, and/

or attach timers and audio files to a PowerPoint for visual and auditory reminders of work expectations.  
• Establish learning support stations in a designated place in the classroom. These learning support stations could 

include files and information about routines and problem-solving techniques that are used regularly, or it could 
include hints or probing questions you would ask if a student told you s/he was stuck, or it could include  a work 
sample or answer key the student could use to check their own work. Students can visit the learning support 
station anytime they want, but they can’t take their work with them, or snap a picture of the resources therein.  

• Gamify your classroom management with Classcraft, and use this highly engaging and completely customizable 
classroom game platform to help you train the kids for differentiation. To learn about Classcraft, click here.  

Been here, done this, bought the t-shirt. . . what’s next? 
Ready for something more than this? Want to take on more advanced  differentiation strategies? Then, let’s do it! 
Below are some more complex, higher prep approaches to differentiating your instruction that are recommended 
for highly capable learners.  
• Design a “gold-standard” project-based learning task. To learn more about “gold-standard projects,” click here.  
• Use the inquiry model of instruction to plan a lesson or unit. To learn more about this, click here.  

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DLxVeoRiNWU
https://freespiritpublishingblog.com/2015/03/27/cash-in-on-learning-engaging-students-through-interest-based-anchor-activities/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/53j7s2hbcvld6dk/Genius%20Hour%20Planning%20Template%20for%20Teachers.pdf?dl=0
https://www.classcraft.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8o0wk1JQuc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IOWn6DZrQ40


 

 

Strategies for the Highly Capable 
Many of the academic, intellectual, and creative proclivities that make someone a 
highly capable learner are often the proclivities that create the social and emotional 
challenges that these students experience most often. To hear a presentation on the 
social and emotional needs of highly capable students, click here.  
 

When we design instruction that engage these proclivities, we inevitably increase the 
likelihood our students experience these challenges during our lessons. Below are 
some low-prep strategies that could help students better manage their proclivities 
while increasing the rigor of their learning experiences.  

Strategy #1: 

What? 
Using social and emotional content of instructional 
texts to develop reading skills and social-emotional 
intelligence simultaneously.  
 

Why? 
Decreases discomfort a student may experience  
engaging in social-emotional instruction by deflecting 
conversations to a neutral third-party, like a fictional 
character or subject matter from non-fiction texts, 
increases personal relevance of the reading  
instruction you provide. 
 

How? 
Find opportunities to combine your content standards 
with the new Washington State Social and Emotional 
Learning Standards and Benchmarks. To read more 
about the Washington State Social and emotional 
learning Standards and Benchmarks (i.e., WA-SEL 
Standards), click here.  
 

For example, WA-SEL standard one about identifying 
emotions and their influence on behavior could be 
used to make text-to-self connections while being 
combined with writing standards about supporting 
claims with evidence.  
 

Another example: combining the cultural lens of WA-
SEL standard two  to a social studies standard, like 4th 
grade social studies social studies EALR 2.1 about  
evaluating the choices people make between wants 
and needs, would add depth and complexity to the 
social studies unit. 
 

For a more in-depth explanation of implementing  
bibliotherapy, click here and here.  

Strategy #2: 

What? 
A brief and periodical community building exercise that 
focuses on positive affirmations, growth-oriented  
reflection, and communal problem-solving.  
 

Why? 
Decreases pressure to be “perfect” by acknowledging 
challenges in a supportive setting. Nurtures positive peer
-to-peer interactions by sharing and developing  
strategies for responding productively to academic  
challenges and providing positive reinforcement for  
productive responses to these challenges.  
 

How?  

When a classroom meeting is called, the class gathers in 
a circle, and everyone takes a turn speaking with the  
option to skip their turn. Many teachers use a talking 
stick, or something like it, to help track whose turn it is to 
speak. 
 

First, students take turns identifying their peers for  
positive contributions to the classroom community.  
Then, students share their biggest learning that week as 
well as their biggest challenge. Afterward, they share 
ideas and strategies to help others with these challenges.  
 

Class meetings are most effective when done regularly, 
but could be called impromptu by the students or the 
teacher if a lesson or project turns out to be ineffective 
for whatever reason. Some teachers may conduct a class 
meeting once a week or every other week, while others 
may start each day with positive affirmations and  
reflection, but only add the problem-solving aspects 
once a week.   
 

For more  information about class meetings and ideas 
about how to conduct them, click here.  

 

https://iusd.tv/media/Understanding+the+Social+and+Emotional+Needs+of+Gifted+Children/0_h6drkius/39918602
https://iusd.tv/media/Understanding+the+Social+and+Emotional+Needs+of+Gifted+Children/0_h6drkius/39918602
https://www.pausd.org/sites/default/files/WaOSPI%282016%29Addressing_SEL_in_WA.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/s/ym802z4sk85b8nv/Bibliotherapy%20in%20the%20Classroom%20Using%20Literature%20to%20Promote%20the%20Development%20of%20Emotional%20Intelligence.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/2svg6k9xzyyh0c4/Using%20Books%20to%20Meet%20the%20Social%20and%20Emotional%20Needs%20of%20Gifted%20Students-SENG.pdf?dl=0
http://www.educationworld.com/a_curr/profdev/profdev012.shtml


Strategy #3: 

What? 
A proactive approach to helping students develop 
behavior and decision making norms for collaborative 
learning experiences.  
 

Why? 
Provides opportunities to address the common  
challenges experienced with collaborative learning 
experiences and allows student-voice in developing 
fair, systemized small-group and individual  
interventions for dysfunctional groups. Helps highly 
capable students avoid common pitfalls of group 
work such as dominating the group or not getting 
enough help from peers, while identifying strategies 
for addressing these pitfalls if they do occur.  
 

How? 
Depending on the nature of the collaboration, a group 
contract can address multiple challenges students 
may face in collaborative learning experiences. 
 

A long-term, multi-phase group project may call for a 
group contract that includes sharing contact  
information, chunking up complex tasks, using a  
calendar to plan when each chunk will be completed, 
recording self-assigned group roles or jobs, and  
memorializing group behavior and decision making 
norms the group will follow before the work begins. 
Click here to learn more. 
 

For smaller-scale projects, students may discuss and 
record their responses to one or more prompts like 
the ones listed below: 
• How will an absent student get information and 

assignments from the other group members? 

• What responsibilities do absent students have 
while they are gone? Are there any exceptions to 
these responsibilities? 

• How should the group support one another when 
someone becomes confused or frustrated? 

• What does responsible participation look like? 

• How will you know if someone is not  

 participating? 

• How will the group respectfully confront non-
participating group members? 

• What consequences will non-participating 

 group members face? 

• When will these consequences take effect? How 
will these consequences be carried out? 

Strategy #4: 

What? 
Student elected or teacher appointed classroom job  
assignments for one or more students on a temporary or 
permanent basis.  
 

Why? 
Provides highly capable students with a sense of purpose 
and belonging in the classroom. Can be used to harness 
or channel academic, intellectual, or creative tendencies 
and intensities into efforts that increase productivity of 
self and/or peers and contribute to the classroom culture 
in positive ways.   
 
 

How?  

Develop predetermined jobs and job descriptions for 
which students volunteer or nominate peers and/or  
develop specific jobs for specific students based on your 
classroom need.  Consider meeting with these  
employees briefly outside of class once a week or once a 
month to check in with them and see how you and other 
students can better support their work as class leaders. 
 

Here are some classroom jobs you may want to consider 
for your highly capable students: 
• Announce deadlines, event reminders, and/or daily 

objectives at the beginning of class.  

• Announce classroom birthdays and lead the class in 
singing “Happy Birthday.” 

• Determine which student should receive a “student 
of the week” award and develop an artistic  

 certificate to display in the class. 

• Help record attendance on paper records, collecting 
extra copies for absent students and helping them 
catch up when they return.  

• Assist teachers, substitutes, and other students with 
technical and/or repair issues when possible. 

• Help with tracking the inventory of classroom  

 supplies and/or organizing of classroom supplies.  

• Assist with recording responses on posters or white 
boards during instruction. 

• Determine when students or student groups have 
finished cleaning up and can be released from class.  

• Develop lists of unanswered questions about a unit 
of study to give to peers for research ideas or to give 
to the teacher to help with lesson development. 

• Collect and report classroom data such as how many 
questions did students ask today, how often did the 
teacher remind students to follow rules, etc.  

 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/0u6iz84wssm79o7/Student%20Contracts%20and%20Project%20Based%20Learning.pdf?dl=0


of The 

Cluster grouping is a school-wide approach to delivering full-time services to 
highly capable learners in a general education classroom and has the potential 
to boost the achievement of all students.  
 
The cluster grouping model clusters students based on a student’s documented 
performances and abilities. It also narrows the range of skills in every classroom 
making it easier for the teacher to differentiate their instruction. For more  
information on what cluster grouping is and why we do it, click here.  

The key to cluster grouping is to get a balance of cluster groups in each class. 
Here is a visual example of how we would try to balance each cluster of  
students in a classroom while narrowing the range of skills in each classroom: 

  Cluster 1:  
Highly Capable; 
Non-Spectrum 

Cluster 2:  
High Achieving 

Cluster 3:  
Achieving at 
Grade-Level 

Cluster 4:  
Achieving with 

Support 

Cluster 5:  
Struggling to 

Achieve 

Classroom 
A 

6* 0 12 12  0 

Classroom 
B 

 0 6 12 6 6 

Classroom 
C 

 0 6 12 6 6 

Ideally, clusters two and five are placed in classrooms that do NOT have cluster one students in it. The  
cluster group model can have many benefits for all types of learners and for teachers when done well.  
Below are some of the most commonly reported benefits of separating these clusters of students in our  
mixed-ability classrooms: 
 

• Every classroom has a narrower the range of skills making it easier to implement differentiated  

 instruction and address every student’s needs.  

• The highly capable have greater access to their intellectual peers, destigmatizing participation in  

 differentiated learning activities, and are more likely to engage in differentiated learning opportunities. 

• Separating the highly capable and the high achieving ensures that every classroom has academic  

 leadership, making the high achieving more likely to be recognized for their skills and talents as well. 

 

*Highly capable students who are twice exceptional are placed in this cluster after consulting the SPED team. 

http://www.aasa.org/content.aspx?id=17446


*Labels such as “non-productive” and “high-achieving” are not used to type-cast students, but rather to provide readily understood descriptions that may help 
in determining a placement of students in a school-wide cluster grouping model. 

Cluster 1: 
  

The  
Highly Capable 

The Highly Capable group are students who have been formally identified as being a highly capable 
student. These students have been formally identified because they have demonstrated consistently 
above-average reasoning AND/OR above-average academic performances in math AND/OR reading. 
This group will include students from a low socioeconomic background, English language learners, 
and the twice-exceptional students (i.e., highly capable students who have an IEP or 504 plan). This 
group will also include the highly capable who are currently underachieving or non-productive*. 

Cluster 2: 
  

The  
High Achieving 

The High Achieving group are students who have not been formally identified as being a highly  
capable student either because they have not yet been referred, or because they have not yet met 
the criteria used to identify highly capable students. These students will perform in the average to 
above-average range in reasoning, math, and/or reading. However, their “above-average”  
performances may be inconsistent. These students are typically very productive, working to the \ 
fullest extent of their abilities. 

Cluster 3: 
  

Achieving at  
Grade-Level 

The Achieving at Grade-Level group are students who perform in the average range. They may  
occasionally perform at the slightly above average range if working on something in which they have 
a personal interest, or who may occasionally perform below average if working on new or unfamiliar 
material. These students need few, if any, accommodations or interventions to master grade-level 
standards. 

Cluster 4: 
  

Achieving with 
Some Support 

The Achieving with Support group are students who consistently perform below grade-level  
expectations and who may occasionally meet grade-level expectations. These students can access 
grade-level materials and meet grade-level standards if there are appropriate scaffolding and  
interventions incorporated into the instruction. The need for these interventions is consistent, and 
the interventions could be academic and/or behavioral. 

Cluster 5: 
 

Struggling to 
Achieve 

The Struggling to Achieve group are students who are significantly below grade-level in reasoning, 
academic ability, and productivity. These students will struggle to access grade-level instruction even 
with scaffolding and interventions. The need for these interventions is consistent, and the  
interventions could be academic and/or behavioral. 

Students are grouped into the five clusters below 
based on a student’s classroom and assessment  
performances and a teachers’ professional judgment: 

There are some special considerations to make when determining which cluster a student should go into: 
 

• Highly capable students should be placed in cluster one even if they struggle to be productive in class, 

have intense social and emotional needs, or necessitate behavior interventions.  

• English language learners who are formally identified as highly capable are placed in cluster one.  

• Twice-exceptional students, or those who are both identified as a highly capable learner and who are  

 being served with an IEP or 504, are placed in cluster one if the SPED team determines that classroom is 

the least restrictive environment. 

• Keep an eye to your school population and the possibility of unconscious biases when assigning students 

to clusters. Strive for representation of ethnic groups similar to your school’s population, particularly in 

cluster one, two, and five.  

• Remember, clustering these students is a subjective process, based on the assumption that previous 

trends in these students’ performance will likely continue the following school year. Try to develop  

 contingency plans  as a school and/or as a grade-level team for the possibility that some students may 

need to be re-clustered mid-year as their needs change. 

 



This document was synthesized and designed by Sarah Pack, Pasco School District’s Highly Capable Teacher on 
Special Assignment (TOSA). In addition to compiling these resources into this kit for you, Sarah is available to  
support you with any aspect of our Highly Capable Program throughout the school year. Click here to check out her 
curriculum vitae and learn more about her experiences as a professional educator. 
 

This document is intended to be used as an educational tool and resource for Pasco School District teachers.  
Information is condensed and formatted for easy access. Materials and supporting research included in this kit are 
those which experts and consultants in highly capable education across this state and nation suggested could be 
most beneficial for teachers who are just beginning their work with highly capable students. Sarah Pack and Pasco 
School District do not take credit for any of the intellectual content contained in this document.  
 
Below are some of the experts and consultants who have contributed the materials and research which are  
synthesized in this document. Many of these people have also dedicated time travelling, meeting, training,  
mentoring, and advising people within our district over the last year. Pasco School District would like to  
express our gratitude to the people listed below for their contributions and for their ongoing support, guidance, 
and dedication to Pasco teachers and students. Thank you! 
 

• Jodi Hess, Highly Capable Programs Supervisor and Project Director for the Javits HiCap PLUS Project at the 
Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction 

• Dr. Jann Leppien, Associate Professor at Whitworth University and former research assistant for The National 
Research Center on the Gifted and Talented 

• Jenn Flo, Highly Capable Consultant, BEST Grant Consortium and Highly Capable Partnership Coordinator for 
Educational Service District 113 

• Dr. Todd Christensen, Highly Capable Consultant for Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction and  

 Educational Service District 189 

• Wendy Clark, Highly Capable Consultant, WEATAG President, Highly Capable Program Coordinator for West 
Valley  School District, and Adjunct Faculty Whitworth University 

• Dr. Nancy Hertzog, Director of the University of Washington Robinson Center for Young Scholars 

• Maggie Smith-Peterson, PhD student and Graduate Research Assistant, Culture and Teaching at University of 
Minnesota—Twin Cities 

 

The ideas, information, visuals, and fonts contained in this document are either in the public domain or are the  
intellectual property of their respective authors and used in adherence to fair use copyright practices. The authors 
and organizations, whose ideas and information are represented in this document, are attributed in the Highly  
Capable Resource Index starting on page 15. For more information about these sources, please contact Sarah Pack 
at ext. 2681 or email her at SPack@psd1.org. 
 

Have an idea about how we can improve this kit? Want to give us feedback about this kit and how it is working for 
you? We want to know so we can give you the support you deserve. Share your thoughts at HICap@psd1.org.   

 

 

About The 

Starter Kit 

https://www.psd1.org/cms/lib/WA01001055/Centricity/Domain/1368/Sarah%20Pack%202018%20Curriculum%20Vitae.pdf
mailto:SPack@psd1.org
mailto:HICap@psd1.org


Resource Index 
This Starter Kit is a synthesis of multiple resources. The contents of this document are direct and indirect references 
to the materials listed under “Works Cited or Consulted,” while those listed as “For Your Consideration” are  
additional resources which deepen the exploration of these topics beyond what is presented within this document.  

Resources for Resources for 

Works Cited or Consulted: 
• Highly Capable Students: Revised Codes of  
 Washington (RCW). Last retrieved on 1 July 2018.  
 Retrieved from: http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/

default.aspx?cite=28A.185 
• Highly Capable Washington State Administrative 

Codes (WAC). Last retrieved on 1 July 2018.   
 Retrieved from: http://apps.leg.wa.gov/WAC/

default.aspx?cite=392-170 
 
 

For Your Consideration: 
• Challenges and Issues in Addressing Diversity. 

Washington State OSPI. 2016. Retrieved from 
HiCapPLUS Modules. Access it by contacting Sarah 
Pack at HiCap@psd1.org.  

• Highly Capable Program: Basic Education in  
 Washington State. Washington State OSPI.  
 Retrieved from: http://www.k12.wa.us/

HighlyCapable/pubdocs/
DefineHighlyCapablePrintableBookmarks.PDF 

• Pre-K to Grade 12 Gifted Programming Standards. 
National Association for Gifted Children. 2010.  

 Retrieved from:  https://www.nagc.org/resources-
publications/resources/national-standards-gifted-
and-talented-education/pre-k-grade-12 

• Pasco School District Policy: Instruction, 2000  
 Series. 2018. Retrieved from: https://www.psd1.org/

cms/lib/WA01001055/Centricity/Domain/1414/2000%

Works Cited or Consulted: 
• High Achiever, Gifted Learner, and Creative Thinker. 

Kingore, B. 2008. Retrieved from: https://
www.southlakecarroll.edu/cms/lib/TX02219131/
GIFTEDLEARNERvsBRIGHTKID.pdf 

• Bright vs. Gifted: An Unnecessary Distinction.  
 Peters, S.J. 2017. Retrieved from: https://

www.nagc.org/blog/bright-vs-gifted-unnecessary-
distinction 

• Finding High Potential among Culturally,  
 Linguistically and Economically Diverse Students: 

Two New Scales for Equitable Identification. Smith-
Peterson, M., Stewart, K., and Westberg, K.  

 Retrieved from: http://www.cledscales.com/ 
 

For Your Consideration: 
• Profiles of the Gifted and Talented. Betts, g. and Nei-

hart, M. 1988.  Retrieved from: http://
www.davidsongifted.org/Search-Database/entry/
A10114 

• Cognitively Speaking: How to Identify Academically 
Gifted Minority Students. Riverside Publishing 
Group. 2005. Retrieved from Washington State  

 HiCap PLUS Modules. 
• Unlocking Emergent Talent: Supporting High 

Achievement of Low-Income, High-Ability Students. 
Olszewski-Kubilius, P., Clarenbach, J. 2012.  

 Retrieved from Washington State HiCapPlus  
 Modules.  

Citations for 

Licenses for Images in this Document: 
• All Images of students are the intellectual property 

of CollegeDegrees360. 12 July 2012. Licensed as  
 Attribution-ShareAlike 2.0; retrieved from: https://

www.flickr.com/photos / 83633410@N07 / 
7658241744/in/photostream/ 

• Pasco School District Logo. Pasco School District. 
Used with permission from the organization;  

 retrieved from: https://www.psd1.org/psd1 

Licenses for Fonts in this Document: 
• NEXTART (Primary Font for Titles and Headings). 

Montgomery, I. 20 March 2014. Licensed as Public 
Domain; retrieved from: https://www.dafont.com/
next-art.font 

• Sweet Sorrow (Secondary Font for Titles and  
 Headings). Artimasa Studio. 10 May 2016. Licensed 

as Public Domain; retrieved from: https://
www.dafont.com/sweet-sorrow.font 
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Resources for 

Works Cited or Consulted: 
• What is Differentiated Instruction? Tomlinson, C. A as uploaded by Roxana Castaneda. 10 July 2012.  
 Retrieved from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bApuBiitL8Q 
• What is Differentiated Instruction? Examples of how to Differentiate Instruction in the Classroom. Weselby, C.  
 1 October 2014. Retrieved from: https://education.cu-portland.edu/blog/classroom-resources/examples-of-

differentiated-instruction/ 
• Why Differentiated Instruction? Tomlinson, C.A. as uploaded by Roxana Castaneda. 10 July 2012. Retrieved 

from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lcQ8shR37yg 
• Differentiating According to Readiness, Interests, Learning Profiles. State of New South Wales, Department of 

Education. 2015. Retrieved from: http://www.ssgt.nsw.edu.au/documents/4_readiness_profile.pdf 
• The Differentiator. Byrd, I. 2018. Retrieved from:  http://www.byrdseed.com/the-differentiator/ 
• Bloom’s Taxonomy of Measurable Verbs. Utica College. Retrieved from: https://www.utica.edu/academic/

Assessment/new/Blooms%20Taxonomy%20-%20Best.pdf 
• What is Genius Hour? Kesler, I. 2018. Retrieved from: http://geniushour.com/what-is-genius-hour/ 
• Rigor Relevance Framework: A Guide to Focusing Resources to Increase Student Performance. Daggett, W.R. 

2014. Retrieved from: http://www.leadered.com/pdf/Rigor_Relevance_Framework_2014.pdf 
• Moving Between Depth and Complexity Prompts. Byrd, I . 2018. Retrieved from: http://www.byrdseed.com/

abstract-and-concrete/ 
• Lexile Framework for Reading. MetaMetrics Inc. 2018. Retrieved from: https://lexile.com/ 
• Quantile Frameowrk for Mathematics. MetaMetrics Inc. 2018. Retrieved from: https://www.quantiles.com/ 
• What is Questioning for Rigor? ASCD. Francis, E. M. 2016. Retrieved from: http://www.ascd.org/publications/

books/116004/chapters/What-Is-Questioning-for-Cognitive-Rigor%C2%A2.aspx 
• Getting Started on Differentiated Instructions. Tomlinson, C.A. as uploaded by Roxana Castaneda. 10 July 2012. 

Retrieved from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LGYa6ZacUTM 
• Curriculum Compacting. National Association for Gifted Children. 2018. Retrieved from: https://www.nagc.org/

resources-publications/gifted-education-practices/curriculum-compacting 
• The Easiest, Simplest Way I’ve Found to Differentiate Instruction. Watson, A. 2015. Retrieved from: https://

thecornerstoneforteachers.com/the-easiest-simplest-way-ive-found-to-differentiate-instruction/ 
• How Does Tiering Benefit Students? Uploaded by Learn NC. 13 March 2012. Retrieved from: https://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Rj1FA2yVlI 
• How Does Tiering Benefit Teachers? Uploaded by Learn NC. 13 March 2012. Retrieved from: https://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=AcJWQXLvLZU 
• EDUC 582 Tiered Assignments Video. Uploaded by Brittany Bennett. 8 July 2016. Retrieved from: https://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=8qku7VX9n60 
• How to Implement Tiering. Uploaded by Learn NC. 13 March 2012. Retrieved from: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=HlrWgVSw7l8 
• Meaningful Menus for Creating Choice in Your Classroom. Westphal, L. 2007. Retrieved from: http://

www.monroe.kyschools.us/userfiles/905/Meaningful%20Choice%20Menu%20for%20Classroom.pdf 
• Second Grade Genius Hour. Uploaded by Erica Adams. 17 May 2016. Retrieved from: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=DLxVeoRiNWU 
• Engaging Students Through Interest Based Anchor Activities. Cash, R. M. 27 March 2015. Retrieved from: 

https://freespiritpublishingblog.com/2015/03/27/cash-in-on-learning-engaging-students-through-interest-based-
anchor-activities/ 

• Getting Started with Genius Hour: A Free Webinar. A.J. Juliani. 8 February 2016. Retrieved from: http://
geniushour.com/ 

• Classcraft: Making School More Meaningful. Classcraft. 2018. Retrieved from: https://www.classcraft.com/ 
• Gold Standard PBL: The Why and the What. Uploaded by the Buck Institute of Education. 12 May 2015. Re-

trieved from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8o0wk1JQuc 
• How to Structure an Inquiry Based Lesson. Uploaded by Yvonne Ward. 17 February 2015. Retrieved from: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IOWn6DZrQ40 
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Resources for 

Works Cited or Consulted: 
• The Cluster Grouping Handbook: A Schoolwide 

Model: How to Challenge Gifted Students and  
 Improve Achievement for All. Winebrenner, S. and 

Brulles, D. 2008. Free Spirit Publishing.  
• Maximizing Gifted Students' Potential In the 21st 

Century. Brulles, D. and Winebrenner, S. Published 
by the School Superintendent Association.  

 Retrieved from: http://www.aasa.org/content.aspx?
id=17446 

 

For Your Consideration: 
• Cluster Grouping Fact Sheet: How to Provide Full-

Time Services for Gifted Students on Existing  
 Budgets. Winebrenner, S. and Devlin, B. 1992.  
 Retrieved from: https://nrcgt.uconn.edu/

newsletters/fall926/ 
• Cluster Grouping for the Gifted and Talented: It 

Works! Biddick, M. 2009. Retrieved from: http://
citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?
doi=10.1.1.579.1793&rep=rep1&type=pdf 

• Grouping Gifted Students. Holloway, J. H. 2003. 
Published by Education Leadership. Retrieved from: 
http://psych.wisc.edu/henriques/papers/
grouping.pdf 

• Improving Performance of Gifted Students in a  
 Cluster Grouping Model. Brulles, D., Cohn, S. and 

Saunders, R. 2010. Davidson Institute. Retrieved 
from: http://www.davidsongifted.org/Search-
Database/entry/A10691 

• Webinar: The Schoolwide Cluster Grouping Model: 
Challenging Gifted Students and Improving  

 Achievement for All. 2018. Brulles, D. and Winebren-
ner, S. Retrieved from: https://www.freespirit.com/
webinars-schoolwide-cluster-grouping-dina-brulles-

Resources for 

Works Cited or Consulted: 
• Using Books to Meet the Social and Emotional 

Needs of Gifted Students. Wynn Halsted, J. 2011. 
Access it by clicking here. 

• Bibliotherapy in the Classroom: Using Literature to 
Promote the Development of Emotional  

 Intelligence. Sullivan, A. K. and Strang, H.R. 2002.  
 Access it by clicking here. 
• Nurturing Social and Emotional Development in 

Gifted Teenagers Using Young Adult Literature. 
Hebert, T.P. and Kent, R. 2000. Access it by clicking 
here.  

• Classroom Meetings: A Democratic Approach to 
Classroom Management. Styles, D. 2016. Retrieved 
from: https://www.educationworld.com/a_curr/
profdev/profdev012.shtml 

• Making Group Contracts. Centre for Teaching Excel-
lence. 2018. Retrieved from: https://uwaterloo.ca/
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