
Meeting the needs of high ability 
and gifted learners in the middle 

grades 

GETTING STARTED WITH 
DIFFERENTIATION IN 

MIDDLE SCHOOL 



Who am I? 
•  Teach 6th Grade Advanced 

Humanities  
• (4 years) 

• Taught 8th Grade Humanities  
• (5 years) 

•  Issaquah School District 
• Pacific Cascade Middle School 

•  Specialty Endorsement from 
Whitworth (2013) 

• Summer: SIG (Overlake and 
Princeton) 

•  Interest: Practical Strategies 



A Fable 
 One time, the animals had a school.  The 
curriculum consisted of running, climbing, flying, 
and swimming; and all the animals took all the 
subjects. 
 
 The duck was good in swimming [gifted 
perhaps], better than his instructor, and he made 
passing grades in flying, but was practically 
hopeless in running.  He was made to stay after 
school and drop his swimming class in order to 
practice running.  He kept this up until he was only 
average in swimming.  But, average is acceptable, 
so nobody worried about that but the duck. 



A Fable 
 The eagle was considered a problem pupil 
and was disciplined severely.  He beat all the 
others to the top of the tree in the climbing 
class, but he had used his own way of getting 
there. 

 

 The rabbit started out at the top of his 
class in running, but had a nervous breakdown 
and had to drop out of school on account of so 
much makeup work in swimming. 



A Fable 
 The squirrel led the climbing class, but his 
flying teacher made him start his flying lessons 
from the ground instead of the top of the tree, 
and he developed charley horses from 
overexertion at the takeoff and began getting 
C’s in climbing and D’s in running. 

 

 The practical prairie dogs apprenticed 
their offspring to a badger when the school 
authorities refused to add digging to the 
curriculum. 



A Fable 
 At the end of the year, an eel that could 
swim well, and run, climb, and fly a little was 
made valedictorian. 

Printed in The Instructor, April, 1968. 



•Differentiation includes… 
• Selection/design of curricular materials 

• Selection/use of Instructional practices 

• Assessment  

 

•“For gifted learners, appropriate differentiation 
allows for increasing levels of advanced, abstract, 
and complex curriculum that is substantive and 
responds to learner differences” (National 
Association For Gifted Children). 

NAGC’s Position on Differentiation 

educationaladvancement.wordpress.com 



•Problems occur when teachers… 
•Offer more of the same 

•Provides either enrichment or acceleration 
alone 

•Focus only on cognitive growth in isolation 
from affective, physical, or intuitive growth 

•Teach higher-level thinking skills in isolation 
from academic content 

•Group with intellectual peers without 
differentiating content and instruction 

 

NAGC’s Position on Differentiation 



•  Wide range of growth rates in cognitive, physical, 
social, emotional, and moral areas 
•  Gifted and highly-capable learners may differ 

from classmates in… 
• Cognitive Skills 
• Interests 
•Modes of Learning 
•Motivation 

•“[A] study of talented teenagers also noted the 
rise in psychological distress, stress, and boredom 
when these individuals cannot ‘move 
forward’…in their area of talent” (Rogers) 
 

Middle School Gifted Learners 



•Differentiating with Skill-Based Content (i.e. 
Math, Writing, and Reading skills) 
• Curriculum Compacting 

• Five Most Difficult 

• Extension Work 

 

•Differentiating with New Content (i.e. Social 
Studies, Health, Literature and Science) 
• CIM 

• Independent Study 

• Tiered Assignments 
• Digging Deeper Matrix 

Differentiation Strategies 



Math, Writing, Reading 

DIFFERENTIATING 
WITH SKILL-BASED 
CONTENT 

http://www.kars4kids.org/blog/spotting-gifted-students/ 



“ When once the child has learned 
that four and two are six, a 
thousand repetitions will give him 
no new information, and it is a 
waste of time to keep him 
employed in that manner.”  

 

- J.M. Greenwood 
Principles of Education Practically Applied, 1888  



•Definition:  
• A process to help challenge advanced learners where 

curriculum material is eliminated or shortened to allow more 
time for enrichment or acceleration activities (Siegle). 

• “Testing Out” of particular content  

• Modifying curriculum to challenge students 

• Examples: Paragraphs, grammar, math concepts, 
hypothesis, scientific method 

 

“When teachers eliminate as much as 50% of the grade level 
curriculum for gifted students, there is no difference in 

achievement test results” (Siegle). 

Curriculum Compacting 



1. Define the goals and outcomes of a particular unit or 
skill 

• Example: Understanding internal punctuation (commas) 

2. Give students time to examine the content to be 
tested 

• Gifted students may either already have mastered the skill, or will be 
able to show mastery after a quick review. 

3. Offer a pretest opportunity to volunteers 

• An opportunity to show mastery 

4. Provide replacement strategies for material already 
mastered that provides a more challenging and 
productive use of the student’s time 

Steps of Compacting 



5. Eliminate all standardized test drill, practice, 
and review for students who demonstrate 
mastery 

6. Decide how to keep accurate records 

7. Devise a method for storing compacting 
documents 

Steps of Compacting 

ausersguidetogtstudents.weebly.com 



•Five Most Difficult 
• Choose the five most challenging problems/items on an 

assignment 
• The items may appear together or throughout the assignment 

• Get 4/5 right to “pass” 

• Students who can demonstrate mastery of the skill with the 
five most difficult problems can move to more challenging 
work or extension work 

• Use a “checker” to assist with class management 
• Only once a week 

• Cannot provide help; just checks answers 

• Cannot return to a student more than once 

• Cannot correct errors – One Chance  

 

Five Most Difficult 



•  Most effective way for 
compacting pre-testable 
content and skills with units 
lasting longer than a week 

 

•  Students complete extension 
activities, yet still receive direct 
instruction in areas they have 
not mastered 

 

•  The learning contract is for 
specific skills 

 

The Learning Contract 



Why it Matters 

•  Promotes classroom culture of comfortability in a 
differentiated class 

•  Values students’ time and abilities 

•  Promotes greater learning for all 

•  Increases time management 

•  Greater buy-in to class procedures and assignments 

 

www.papermasters.com 











•  Introduce the concept of a learning contract 
to the entire class. 
• Avoid win-lose words (qualify, eligible, deserve) 

 

•  Offer a pretest on the unit to ALL students, 
regardless of perceived skill.  Students can 
volunteer to take the pretest. (Achieving 
mastery is 90%) 
• Students can abandon the pretest at any time if they realize 

they will not achieve mastery 

 

Implementing the Learning Contract 



•  Communicate the following (regarding 
pretest) to students: 

•Avoid congratulating students for achieving 
mastery on the pretest 

•Use phrases such as, “You have shown you do not 
need more practice” or “You have shown you need 
more practice.” 

•Neither option (learning contract or planned unit) 
is better than the other 

 

Implementing the Learning Contract 



•Have a meeting with students who have 
passed at 90% level or higher. 

• Inform students that with a contract they will be able to 
work through the unit more independently. 

 

•Students will join the class for instruction 
regarding skills they have not yet mastered. 

 

Implementing the Learning Contract 



•When students document mastery, their first 
activity should be to engage with that material 
at a higher level 

• Focus on depth and complexity 

 

•How can a standard be extended in more 
challenging ways? 

 

•Don’t use extension work time to have 
students work on areas of weaknesses 

Extension Activities 



•  Examples 
• Tic-Tac-Toe Board 

• Learning Center/Labs 

• Technology Based – Website 

• Community Service  

•  Get ideas from…  
• Old/current textbooks 

• Sharing ideas with team members 

• Online Resources 
• Learnist – Website 

 

Extension Activities 



•  Can be used as extension work, a tiered 
assignment, or a way to offer choice to gifted 
students 

 
•  Options: 

• Student choices create a “tic-tac-toe” 
• Choose one option that ALL students must do 
• Base on skill level, interest, multiple intelligences, etc. 
 

• Allows for creativity, and students feel 
empowered to dictate the direction of the 
own learning 

 

Tic-Tac-Toe Board/Extension Menu 

www.exquisite-minds.com 







•Handouts: 
• “How to work Independently on Extension Activities” 

• “The Essential Rules for Independent Work” 

 

•Just for gifted? 
• It is beneficial for all students 

 

Monitoring Extension Activities 

www.pacificlearning.com 





•You don’t – Most of the Time 

•Grades entered are the ones that document 
student mastery 

• Add comments to the gradebook about extension work 

• Monitor all curriculum modifications on the Compacting 
Form 

•Compacting Form 
• Created by Joseph Renzulli and Linda Smith 

• Use a separate one for each student 

• Store them in a specific place 
• I keep them in electronic folders 

Grading Extension Work 





•  Create a Tic-Tac-Toe Board 

 

•  How did work time go? 

•Problems? 

•Where do you see this working out in your classroom? 

Work Time! 



Social Studies, Science, Health, 
Literature Study 

DIFFERENTIATING 
WITH CONTENT-
BASED CONTENT 

www.ops.org 



•“Curriculum can be varied in degree of rigor by 
increasing any or all of the four traits…” 
(Cash). 

•  Effective (complexity) 

•  Engaging (personally or emotionally challenging) 

•  Exciting (provocative and ambiguous) 

•  Enriching (authentic and substantive) 

 

 
 

Rigor = E4 



•Effective Activities… 
• Go deeply into the content 

• Allow students to explore content through different learning 
styles 

• Expose students to new ways of thinking and doing 

 

• Engaging Activities… 
• Are emotionally charged 

• “The more emotionally charged a topic is, or the more the 
student feels personally connected to it, the more rigorous 
and engaging that topic becomes for the student” (Cash). 

 
 

E4 – Effective and Engaging 



Cross-Impact Matrix (CIM) 

What Impact 
does this 
 
Have on this? 
 
 

A 
The 1860 

election of 
Abraham 
Lincoln 

B 
The attack on 
Fort Sumter 

C 
The 

emancipation 
Proclamation 

D 
Lee’s 

Surrender to 
Grant in 1865 

1 
Economy 

 

2 
Politics 

 

3 
Race Issues 

 

4 
Social Structure 

 From Advancing Differentiation: Thinking and Learning for the 21st Century by Richard M. Cash, Ed.D., copyright © 2011.  Free spirit Publishing Inc., Minneapolis, MN; 800-735-7323; 
www.freespirit.com. 



•Exciting Activities… 
• Incorporate ambiguous and provocative topics 

• Stem-cell research 

• Global warming 

• Racism 

• “When material, issues, or solutions are less obvious, the 
learner must invest greater amounts of mental energy to 
develop knowledge” (Cash). 

• Allow students to learn…. 

• How to deal with uncertainty 

• How to persevere 

• How to rationalize debates 

• How to form solid independent opinions 

 
 

E4 – Exciting 



•Enriching Activities… 
• Allow students to practice in authentic ways  

• Project-based 

• Student-designed experiments 

• Service learning projects 

• Simulations 

• Debates 

• Making a Website 

 
 

E4 – Enriching 

www.andistix.com 



•“The process that you apply when you research a 
new topic by yourself or with others” (Johnsen 
and Goree). 
•  Real-world Investigations 
•Opportunity to go beyond 
 

•Most frequently recommended instructional 
strategy in TAG programs (Johnsen and Goree) 

 
•Planned Research Process (Johnsen and Goree) 

• Similar to a practicing professional/authentic 
• Facilitated by the teacher 
• Focus on lifelike problems 

 
 

Independent Study 



“…investigative activities 
and artistic productions in 
which the learner assumes 
the role of a first-hand 
inquirer – thinking, 
feeling, and acting like a 
practicing professional”  
 

(Renzulli & Reis, p. 131) 



Guidelines for Independent Study 

•Don’t confuse aptitude with skill 

• Identify independent study skills 

•Adapt as the student changes 

•Use different types of research 

•Make it a part of a regular program, not an 
addition 

•Monitor progress and products 

•Develop an appropriate evaluation 

•Believe in the students ability and be a model 

•Remember this is only ONE way to meet the 
needs of gifted students. 

(Johnsen and Goree) 



“Gifted students who have participated 
in these programs feel that independent 

study has a positive influence on their 
motivation and career, their study habits 

and thinking processes, the degree of 
challenge, and the opportunity for self-

expression in school”  
(Johnsen and Goree) 



Levels of Self-Direction 
Decisions to 

Be Made 
Self-Directed: 

Level 1 
Self-Directed: 

Level 2 
Self-Directed: 

Level 3 
 

Goals and 
Objectives 

Teacher provides 
choices or options 
for students 

Teacher involves 
learner in creating 
options 

Learner controls 
choices; teacher 
provides 
resources and 
materials. 

Assessments of 
Entry Behaviors 

Teacher 
diagnoses, then 
provides several 
options 

Teacher and 
learner hold 
diagnostic 
conferences; tests 
employed 
individually if 
needed 

Learner controls 
diagnosis; 
consults teacher 
for assistance 
when unclear 
about some need 



Adapted from “Teaching for Self-Directed Learning: A Priority for the Gifted and Talented,” by D.J. 
Treffinger, Gifted Child Quarterly, 19, p. 47. Copyright 1975 by the National Association for Gifted 

Children.   

Decisions to 
Be Made 

Self-Directed: 
Level 1 

Self-Directed: 
Level 2 

Self-Directed: 
Level 3 

 

Instructional 
Procedures 

Teacher provides 
options for student 
to employ 
independently at his 
or her own pace 

Teacher provides 
resources and 
options, uses 
contracts that 
involve learner in 
scope, sequence, 
and pace decisions. 

Learner defines 
project and 
activities, identifies 
resources needed, 
makes scope, 
sequence, and pace 
decisions. 
 

Assessment of 
Performance 

Teacher relates 
evaluation to 
objectives and gives 
student opportunity 
to react or respond 

Peer partners used 
to provide 
feedback; teacher 
and learner 
conferences used 
for evaluation 

Learner does self-
evaluation 



Steps in Independent Study (IS) 

1. Prepare the IS for Students 
2. Introduce IS to Students 
3. Hold an IS Meeting 
4. Selecting a Topic 
5. Asking Questions 
6. Research/Gather Information 
7. Develop a Product 
8. Share Information 
9. Evaluate the Study 

 Adapted from: 

Winebrenner, S., Brulles, D., & Winebrenner, S. (2012). Teaching gifted kids in today's classroom: Strategies and techniques every teacher can use. 
 Minneapolis, MN: Free Spirit Publishing.  

Johnsen, S. K., & Goree, K. K. (2009). Teaching gifted students through independent study. In F. Karnes & S. Bean (Eds.) Strategies for teaching 
 gifted students (pp. 415-445). Waco, TX: Prufrock Press. 

www.mothersdelight.com 



Step #1: Preparing the Independent Study 
Self-Directed: Level 1  

1.Decide on the unit/topic of study 

2.Choose 10-20 standards (depending on the length 
of the unit) and list them in order on the study 
guide 
• Make sure to create a task description for each that tells 

students what they must learn about it or what skills they must 
demonstrate mastery 

• Insert checkpoints and dates: Students will take the 
assessments at the same time the rest of the class does 

• Make sure the first checkpoint is soon after the start of the unit; students 
who find they are struggling with the study guide method will have time 
to return to the rest of the class. 







Step #1: Preparing the Independent Study 
Self-Directed: Level 2 or 3  

• Decide on the unit/topic of study 

• Make decisions on: 

• Deadlines 

• How students will demonstrate their learning for their 
IS project 

• Skills/content students should be focusing on 



Step #2: Introduce IS to Students 
Self-Directed: Level 1, 2 or 3  

•Make sure to… 
• Define the process/steps 

• Describe  the dates that different stages are due 
• Teachers may need to help instruct kids about how to create their 

own due dates 

• Describe the audience who will be hearing their final 
presentation 
• Students are more motivated if the audience is authentic  

• Classmates, Principal, Parents/Other Adults, Expert in the Field, etc. 

 

•Explain the process to all students 
• They can decide if it’s best for them 



Identifying Students 

•Describe the characteristics, to students, that they need 
to have to be successful to use the study guide 

• Examples: 

• Be highly motivated to complete independent study and research 

• Be able to motivate yourself, without a lot of prompting and 
reminders from teachers or parents 

• Be interested to learn material beyond the required standards 

• Be able to think creatively, solve many of your problems 
independently, and be willing to ask questions 

• Be willing to work hard and search for materials independently 

• Be able to set independent goals, monitor your own progress, and 
meet deadlines without a lot of support from Ms. Wagner 



Step #3: Hold a Independent Study Meeting 
Self-Directed: Level 1, 2 or 3  

•Have interested students meet privately with you, 
and review the process more in depth with these 
students. 
• Review the grading 

• If students do not demonstrate mastery of the required standards on 
the formative assessments (quizzes), they will rejoin the class 

• Review their alternate choices (hand out the Product Choices Chart) 

• Review how they will share their learning with the class 

• Review the Work Log 

• Review the Independent Study Agreement 

• Give them 1-2 days to make their final decision 

• Get parent and student signatures on the Agreement 









Step #4: Selecting a Topic 
Self-Directed: Level 2 or 3  

•Options: 
• Problem they want to solve/Question they want to answer 

• In ancient Greece, how does chaos create change? (Social Studies) 

• How do advertisers persuade people to buy their products/support a cause?  (English) 

• What is the difference between the historical and current beliefs about space 
exploration? (Science) 

• An issue they want to research and debate 

• Censorship and Banning Books (English) 

• Global Warming (science) 

• An opinion or hypothesis they want to prove 

• Different environmental factors impact plant growth (Science) 

• A democracy is a more effective form of government than other types (social studies) 

• Something they want to know more about 

• Egyptian Pharaohs (Social Studies) 

• Physics (science) 

• Coding (technology) 

 



Help students consider… 

•  Which topic is most interesting to them 

•  Which topic do they know least about 

•  Which topic do they know the most about 

•  Which topic will be easy to find information on 

•  Which topic is the most unusual 

•  Which topic will be the most useful 

•  Which topic will be the most interesting to the 
audience 



Step #5: Asking Questions 
Self-Directed: Level 2 or 3  

•Good questions lead to quality IS 
• Ineffective Questions 

• If it has a simple yes or no answer 

• “Little Thinking” Questions 

• Examples: 
• Is global warming happening? 

• Does the moon have phases? 

• Effective Questions 

• Multiple “right” answers 

• Different researchers will pursue it differently 

• Useful or beneficial to the student 

• Examples: 
• How is global warming effecting ocean life? 

• Why is there a disagreement among countries over the hunting of seals? 

www.creativitypost.com 



Step #6: Research/Gathering Information 
Self-Directed: Level 1, 2 or 3  

•Multiple forms of information 
• Primary Sources 

• Interviews 

• Experts in the Field 

• Visit to a museum 

 

•Multiple ways to gather information 
• Note Taking 

• Recording Interviews 

• Observing 

• Reading 

• Listening 

thegiftedexception.wikispaces.com 



Step #7: Developing a Product 
Self-Directed: Level 1, 2 or 3  

•Make it authentic to the field of study 

Step #8: Sharing Information 
Self-Directed: Level 1, 2 or 3  

•For living products, they need to be shared and illicit 
discussion 
• Oral Report 

• Display 

topics.nytimes.com 



Step #9: Evaluation 
Self-Directed: Level 1, 2 or 3  

•Should focus on what they student has learned 
and/or how they can improve the next IS project 

•Evaluations will vary depending on the criteria 
focused on 

• Ideas: 

• Was is well-planned? 

• Did they use their time efficiently? 

• Was their research extensive? 

• Did they develop a fine product? 

• Was their class presentation effective? 

 
 

ehlt.flinders.edu.au 



What do students say? 

Powers, Elaine A. "The Use of Independent Study as a Viable Differentiation Technique for Gifted Learners in the Regular 
Classroom." Gifted Child Today 31.3 (2008): 57-65. Print. 





“ Independent Study is essential 
for those students who are bright 
but refuse to accept traditional 
learning environments and values.  
They desire challenge, the 
opportunity to research what 
personally interests them, and the 
freedom to guide their own 
learning.  It is a wonderful 
opportunity for gifted students 
who achieve less than their 
potential to shine” (Powers).  

 



Discussion Questions 

1. From the perspective of a 
classroom teacher, what are the 
positive AND negative aspects 
of implementing independent 
study as an instructional 
strategy for gifted learners? 

 
2. How might the negative 

aspects you listed be 
addressed? 



•Tiered Lessons:  
• “A teaching strategy in which teachers assess the 

readiness level (interest, prerequisite knowledge, and 
skill level) of their students and group them accordingly 
for both instruction and production” (Lafferty). 

 

•Tiered Assignments: 
•A method for differentiating projects for multiple levels 

of students 

• Students self-assess the challenge level for themselves 

•Advanced and Most Challenging options should not 
simply be more work; should be a higher level of work 

 
 

Tiered Lessons and Tiered Assignments 



Group #1 
Have not demonstrated 

mastery 

Group #2 
Demonstrated Mastery 

of basic knowledge 

Group #3 
Have a good sense of 
scientific classification 

Group #4 
Mastery understanding 

of the overall system 

In Class • Focus on 
properties of 
matter 

• Read about and 
experiment with 
density and 
temperature 

• Move away from 
the physical 
properties of 
water to the 
characteristics of 
living and non-
living things 

• Describe the 
identifying 
characteristics of 
commonly 
collected objects 

• Arrange 
organisms into 
groups and 
describe reasons 
why 

• Develop a 
system that they 
can relate to 
scientific 
classification 

• Select a kingdom 
• Identify 

characteristics of 
the organisms 
within a 
kingdom 

• Delve into the 
patterns of 
taxonomic 
classification 

• Conceive a 
“new” organism 
and attempt to 
classify it 
scientifically 

• Look for similar 
patterns of 
classification in 
other disciplines 
(how is the 
structure of 
scientific 
taxonomy like 
the structure of 
a school) 

Enduring Understanding: People use classification to organize and structure 
many things. (Lafferty) 

Example of a Tiered Lesson - Science 



Group #1 
Have not demonstrated mastery 

Group #2 
Demonstrated Mastery of basic 

knowledge 

Group #3 
Mastery understanding of the 

overall system 

In Class • Focus on the reasons 
why people stopped 
nomading 

• Read about the end of 
nomading and how 
early villages 
developed 

• Create a mural or 
timeline to 
demonstrate 
understanding 

• Create a skit that 
illustrates a timeline of 
how and why people 
stopped nomading 
and settled down 

• Focus on cause and 
effects 

• Create a modern 
dance that illustrates 
the factors that led to 
humans settling down 
into early villages 

• Demonstrate mastery 
through movement 
and drama 

• Focus on cause and 
effect; and 
relationships between 
the past and the 
present 

Enduring Understanding: People stopped nomading and settled down.  

Example of a Tiered Lesson – Social 
Studies 





Grade and Standard Typical Learner Activity Advanced Learners 

Grade 8 
 

RI.8.6.: Determine an 
author’s point of view or 

purpose in a text and 
analyze how the author 

acknowledges and 
responds to conflicting 
evidence or viewpoints. 

Students will review 
opinions from a Supreme 

Court case, determine 
each author’s point of 

view, and summarize how 
he or she responds to the 

other viewpoints.  
Students will create a 

graphic organizer 
comparing the two points 

of view. 

Advanced students will 
review opinions from a 

Supreme Court case, 
determine each author’s 
point of view, summarize 

other viewpoints, and then 
prepare a written rebuttal 

to the author’s point of 
view in the same format. 

NAGC – Common Core 
Ideas Tiered Assignments Related to Standards 



Grade and Standard Typical Learner Activity Advanced Learners 

Grade 8 
 

SL.8.5.: Integrate 
multimedia and visual 

displays into presentations 
to clarify information, 
strengthen claims and 

evidence, and add interest. 

Students are presented 
with textual information 
on a current event with 
the task of developing a 

presentation to teach their 
classmates about the 

topic. 

Advanced students are 
presented with textual 

information on a current 
event with the task of 

developing a multimedia 
presentation with 

interactive elements to 
teach their classmates 

about the topic. 

NAGC – Common Core 
Ideas Tiered Assignments Related to Standards 



DDM – Digging Deeper Matrix 

•  Provides a tiered system for creating 
activities at all levels of Bloom’s 

 

•  Could be used… 
• Homework provided to all students; small groupings 

• Extension Work (the Advanced Options) 

• For individuals or small groups 







•  Create a DDM, Tiered Assignment or Tiered 
Lesson 

 

•  How did work time go? 

•Problems? 

•Where do you see this working out in your classroom? 

Work Time! 
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