ACCELERATION, ABILITY GROUPING,

AND UNIVERSAL SCREENING

The existence of research-to-practice
gaps is not uncommon. Most professional
fields are characterized by the need to
implement practices driven by new state or
district policies and regulations that may
exceed the current empirical research base.
Some of these implemented practices may
be based on their wide usage in other school
districts and educators’ assumptions that
they are effective rather than by any for-
mal research studies. Other implemented
practices may be emerging and based on
teachers’ classroom experiences validated
through their work with students but not
by any formal action research studies. In
some cases, practices may have been imple-
mented because of their promotion by pro-
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fessional developers or others who might
benefit by their implementation.

The actual implementation of evi-
dence-based practices is often limited and
may be observed in only a few school dis-
tricts, a few teachers’ classrooms or, perhaps,
not at all. The degree of implementation of
evidence-based practices may be influenced
by (a) their incompatibility with current
practices or educator beliefs, (b) a lack of
human and material resources within a
particular school or school district, (c) the
complexity of the change process, and/or
(d) administrators who may lack the prac-
tical knowledge about how to implement
them. In this article, we will focus on the

research and practical knowledge needed
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by administrators to increase imple-
mentation of three evidence-based
practices in gifted education: accel-
eration, grouping, and universal
screening.

WHAT ARE EVIDENCE-
BASED PRACTICES?

Best practices, research-based
practices, and evidence-based practices
are often confused with one another
but relate to the amount and quality
of the research base supporting the
practice. For example, best practices
are generally those recommended by
others but are based more on anec-
dotal evidence or professional judg-

evidence (see Table 1). These categories
include (a) strong evidence supported
by one or more well-designed and
well-implemented randomized control
experimental studies (Tier 1), (b) mod-
erate evidence supported by one or more
well-designed and well-implemented
quasi-experimental studies (Tier 2), (c)
promising evidence supported by one
or more well-designed and well-im-
plemented correlational studies with
statistical controls for selection bias
(Tier 3), and (d) demonstrates a ratio-
nale, which are practices that have a
well-defined logic model or conceptual
framework that identifies key compo-
nents of the proposed process, prod-
uct, strategy, or practice, and describes

THE ACTUAL IMPLEMENTATION OF EVIDENCE-
BASED PRACTICES IS OFTEN LIMITED AND
MAY BE OBSERVED IN ONLY A FEW SCHOOL

DISTRICTS, A FEW TEACHERS CLASSROOMS

OR, PERHAPS,

NOT AT ALL.

ment rather than data to support their
effectiveness. Research-based practices
refer to educational approaches that
are supported by a broader range of
research designs and demonstrate a
record of success for improving student
outcomes but have not yet undergone
a systematic review process. Evidence-
based practices are supported by rigor-
ous research designs and demonstrate
they improve student outcomes. These
practices have also gone through a sys-
tematic review process using quality
indicators to evaluate the level of the
evidence.

Evidence-based practices are
defined within the Every Student
Succeeds Act [ESSA], United
States Congress, 2015 (from section
810[21][A]). ESSA delineated “evi-
dence-based” actions according to four
categories reflecting the strength of the
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the relationship among the key com-
ponents and outcomes, theoretically
and operationally; are informed by
research or evaluation; and have some
effort underway by a State Education
Agency, Local Education Agency, or
outside research organization to deter-
mine their effectiveness in improving
student outcomes or other relevant
outcomes (Tier 4). Schools that receive
funds for programs described in Titles
L, II, and IV of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act must use
evidence-based practices in the top
three tiers. Education leaders in
low-performing schools must also
include evidence-based practices in
their improvement plans beginning
in the 2018-2019 school year (Garcia
& Davis, 2019; U. S. Department of
Education, 2016).

There are two practices in gifted

education that would meet the ESSA
criteria for strong evidence: accelera-
tion and grouping. The other practice,
universal screening, which is a rela-
tively new practice in gifted education,
would most likely meet the ESSA cri-
teria for moderate evidence.

ACCELERATION
NAGC (2004) defined accel-

eration as a practice that “allows a
student to move through traditional
educational organizations more rap-
idly, based on readiness and moti-
vation” (para. 2). Acceleration is
based on three principles (Brody &
Stanley, 2005): learning is sequential
and developmental, children learn at
different rates, and effective teaching
involves a match between an individ-
ual child’s readiness to learn and the
level of content presented. Southern
and Jones (2015) have identified more
than 20 forms of acceleration that have
been categorized into content-based
and grade-based (Rogers, 2007,
2015). Content-based acceleration is
when students receive curriculum at
an accelerated pace within the same
age or grade placement for most of
the school day but may receive higher
grade-level instruction within their
own class or in an advanced grade. For
example, a first-grade student may go
to a fourth-grade classroom to receive
more advanced concepts in math but
remain with their same-age peers for
other subjects. Grade-based acceler-
ation is when students are placed in
classes with older students and/or
spend less time in the K—12 system.
Examples relate to early entrance at
the kindergarten or secondary levels,
grade skipping, or accelerated path-
ways where high school students are
able to telescope 4 years into 3.

EVIDENCE

Researchers have examined the
effects of acceleration for more than
100 years. At least 125 studies have
been published since 1918 involving



TABLE 1.

Criteria for Tiers of Evidence-Based Research

Tier IV
Tier | Tier ll Tier 1l Demonstrates a
Tier Criterion Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence Rationale
Study design Well-designed Well-designed Well-designed A logic model or
experimental study quasi-experimental correlational studies conceptual framework
with randomized study with assigned that examine the based on high-
groups participating groups participating relationships between | quality of research
in the intervention in the intervention different variables (e.g., | or evaluation
compared to those compared to those achievement and the
who don't participate | who don't participate | classroom practice)
Statistical Shows a statistically significant difference on Relevant research
significance student outcomes without negative effects suggests the
intervention is
likely to improve
student outcomes
Sample Large and Large and Statistical controls are | Not applicable
characteristics multisite study multisite study used for selection bias.
and characteristics OR characteristics
are similar to your are similar to your
school district school district

Note. Adapted from Garcia and Davis (2019) and the U.S. Department of Education (2016).

75,582 participants (Steenbergen-Hu,
Makel, & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2016).
The overall effects on K-12 students’
academic achievement have been pos-
itive and statistically significant when
comparing accelerated students with
their nonaccelerated same-age peers.
These studies have been examined
further using meta-analysis, which
analyzes common outcomes across
studies. For example, Kulik and Kulik
(1984) examined 26 studies focused
on grade skipping, curricular com-
pacting, and adding a summer ses-
sion to school. Results indicated that
academic performance of accelerated
students exceeded the performance
of their same age and intelligence
peers who were not accelerated by
almost one academic year. Rogers
(1991) extended Kulik and Kulik’s
study by adding early entrance to
school, Advanced Placement, con-
current enrollment, and mentor-
ship. These acceleration options also
resulted in academic gains. Finally,
Steenbergen-Hu et al. (2016) reviewed

6 acceleration meta-analyses that
included 125 unique primary studies.
Their study concluded that accelerated
students significantly outperformed
their nonaccelerated same-age peers,
and acceleration positively impacted
students” academic achievement.
Despite educator concerns,
research indicates acceleration does
not have negative effects on most stu-
dents” emotional and social well-being
(Assouline, Colangelo, VanTassel-
Baska, & Lupkowski-Shoplik, 2015;
Colangelo, Assouline, & Gross,
2004). In fact, high-ability learn-
ers seem to like school more and be
more advanced in social interactions
than do high-ability students in tra-
ditional classes who are not accel-
erated (Anderson & Pavan, 1993;
Lloyd, 1999). In the intrapersonal
area, Richardson and Benbow (1990)
reported no differences in self-accep-
tance of accelerated and nonacceler-
ated academically talented students.
There are also no differences in general
self-concept between accelerated stu-
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dents and their nonaccelerated peers
(Hoogeveen, van Hell, & Verhoeven,
2009; Plucker & Taylor, 1998). In the
social or interpersonal area, Rogers
(1992) noted early entrance to kinder-
garten had a positive effect on social
and emotional indices. Accelerated
students tended to be more socially
mature, popular, and involved in
extracurricular activities (Gross, 1994;
Richardson & Benbow, 1990; Swiatek
& Benbow, 1991). In a meta-analysis
of 38 studies on acceleration between
1984 and 2008, Steenbergen-Hu and
Moon (2011) found a statistically
significant, small positive effect on
social-emotional measures compar-
ing accelerated to nonaccelerated
same-age peers. In another meta-an-
alytic study, Rogers (2015) found
similar results. She reviewed studies
published between 1990 and 2013
examining various forms of accelera-
tion and concluded that grade-based
acceleration has “positive socialization
and psychological effects at all three
school levels” (p. 25).
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PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

To implement acceleration,
administrators must consider acceler-
ation guidelines, referrals, screening
and selection procedures, placement
and transition plans, monitoring of
student transitions to more accelerated
settings, and evaluation.

Establish guidelines. The first
administrative consideration is to
establish guidelines for determining
who is a good candidate for accelera-
tion. These guidelines should be com-
municated to both staff and parents.
Acceleration should be open to all stu-
dents, regardless of gender, race, eth-
nicity, disability status, socioeconomic
status, English language proficiency,
or school building attended.

Create a referral process.
Referral for acceleration is a separate
process from referral to a school’s
gifted program. The referral process
should be open to many sources so
that one person does not serve as the
gatekeeper. Administrators need to
develop a specific referral form, estab-
lish procedures and a timeline, and
communicate the referral process to
staff and parents.

Apply equitable and system-
atic screening and selection pro-
cedures. The screening procedure
should be applied equitably and sys-
tematically to all referred students.
Assessment should be fair, objective,
and systematic, using instruments
aligned to the type of acceleration
being considered for the student (e.g.,
above-level math assessments for sin-
gle-subject acceleration in math). The
district should take care to ensure
that assessment instruments are reli-
able, minimize bias, and are valid for
measuring those factors related to suc-
cess with acceleration and not other
factors. For example, when assessing
English learners, instruments should
be in the student’s heritage language.
Multiple data sources should also be
used in the assessment process. These
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might include on-level and out-of-
level achievement tests, informal/
classroom assessments, student work
samples, grades, teacher checklists/
recommendations, and assessments of
the student’s maturity and desire for
accelerated placement. Ideally, when
considering grade-based acceleration,
the student should be assessed in the
spring, and, if recommended, partic-
ipate in appropriate transition activi-
ties prior to placement in the advanced
grade or content area at the beginning
of the next school year.

Develop an evaluation team.
A child study/evaluation team
should consider cases of acceleration.
Decisions should not be made by one
or two individuals. An ideal team
should include at least one person who
is familiar with the research and best
practices of gifted education and accel-
eration. It should also include a repre-
sentative with expertise in language
acquisition and culture of the student
when the student is an English learner,
and a representative with expertise in
special education when the student
is twice-exceptional. In addition to
these individuals, the evaluation team
for content-based acceleration might
include an administrator, the cur-
rent content area teacher, the receiv-
ing teacher for the content area, the
parent/guardian(s), the student, and
possibly a school counselor/school psy-
chologist who will assist with initial
adjustment issues. Grade-based accel-
eration teams should also include the
receiving teacher(s) and an administra-
tor and counselor from the receiving
grade level/campus. The evaluation
results should be communicated in
writing to the parents/guardians of the
student and parents/guardians should
be given an opportunity to appeal the
outcome of the evaluation process.
Procedures for appealing decisions
and the time limitations on starting
an appeal should be specified. The
appeals process typically provides an

opportunity to raise concerns or pro-
vide additional information.

Create written placement and
transition plans. The evaluation team
should create a written placement and
transition plan for students selected for
whole-grade acceleration or accelera-
tion in an individual subject area. The
written plan should detail the type of
acceleration the student will receive,
how differentiation will be provided,
and the strategies to be used to sup-
port the student. It should also iden-
tify strategies to facilitate a successful
transition to the accelerated setting
during the transition period specified
in the written plan. Any accommo-
dations or modifications the student
is entitled to receive under an IEP or
504 plan must also be available in the
accelerated setting, so these must be
included in the plan as well.

The timing for acceleration should
minimize disruption for the student
and maximize chances for success.
The plan should also provide guid-
ance regarding how the accelerated
student’s transition will be monitored
and by whom. In developing the plan,
consideration should be given to the
impact whole grade acceleration may
have on future coursework and long-
term academic planning such as (a)
requirements and procedures for earn-
ing high school credit prior to entering
high school, (b) how students might
complete graduation requirements on
an accelerated basis, (c) what district
prerequisite requirements for enroll-
ing in advanced courses might need
to be waived, and (d) whether district
graduation requirements that exceed
those required by the state might need
to be amended. Other issues, such as
determining class rank, should also
be considered. Immediate and long-
term logistics of the acceleration may
also need to be considered when a
student is accelerated in a content
area. Transportation to and from the
receiving campus should be addressed,
as well as access to college-level courses



when the student has accelerated
through the district curriculum.

Ensure implementation of the
plan. The acceleration evaluation com-
mittee should designate a school staff
member to ensure successful imple-
mentation of the written acceleration
plan and to monitor the adjustment of
the student to the accelerated setting,.
Both the child’s academic and socio-
emotional adjustment must be con-
sidered. It is recommended that the
supervising and receiving teacher(s)
and any other relevant staff members
engage with professional learning to
develop their understanding of the
learning and social and emotional
needs of gifted students who have
been accelerated. If at any time during
the transition period, the placement is
not successfully meeting the student’s
needs, alternate placements, if possi-
ble and reasonable, should be tried.
The written plan should be modified,
and a new transition period should be
specified. During this time, the parent/
guardian should be allowed to request
in writing that the student be with-
drawn from the accelerated placement.
The student should be removed without
repercussions. If the accelerated place-
ment is successful during the transition
period, it becomes permanent at the
end of the transition period.

Evaluate the policy. The accel-
eration policy should include recom-
mendations for how to evaluate the
effectiveness of the policy and process
to ensure students are successfully
accelerated. A committee should be
convened regularly to review success
of the policy as well as unintentional
barriers to the use of acceleration.
The committee should address fidel-
ity of the process for both content and
grade-based acceleration.

GROUPING

Ability grouping involves placing
students into different classrooms or in
small groups based on their achieve-

ment levels, readiness, or abilities to
create a more homogeneous learning
environment so that teachers are bet-
ter able to match the instruction to
students’ strengths and needs. These
placements are not permanent and
therefore do not assign students into
tracks (i.e., advanced, general, voca-
tional; Steenbergen-Hu et al., 2016).
Steenbergen-Hu et al. (2016) cate-
gorized ability grouping into four main
types: between-class ability grouping,
within-class ability grouping, cross-
grade subject grouping, and pull-out
or honors programs. Between-class
ability grouping is assigning students
within the same grade to high, aver-
age, or low classes based on their prior
achievement or ability levels (Kulik &
Kulik, 1987, 1992; Slavin, 1987, 1990,
1993). Within-class ability grouping or
small-group instruction involves the
teacher assigning students to small
homogeneous groups based on the
student’s prior achievement or abili-

EVIDENCE

Steenbergen-Hu et al. (2016)
reviewed 172 unique primary studies
in 13 meta-analyses that were con-
ducted from 1922 through 1994. In
reviewing these meta-analyses, the
researchers found negligible effects on
K-12 students’ achievement for any
group (high, medium, and low) in the
between-class ability grouping cate-
gory. On the other hand, within-class
ability grouping and cross-grade sub-
ject grouping had at least a small, pos-
itive, and significant impact on K-12
students’ academic achievement across
all ability groups. Special grouping
for gifted students showed positive,
moderate, and statistically significant
effects on achievement. In summary,
with the exception of between-class
ability grouping, students who were
grouped within their classrooms based
on achievement, across different grades
based on achievement, and in special
groups with other gifted students
showed significant achievement gains.

SPECIAL GROUPING FOR GIFTED
STUDENTS SHOWED POSITIVE, MODERATE,
AND STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT
EFFECTS ON ACHIEVEMENT.

ties (Lou et al., 1996). Cluster group-
ing would fit within this category
(Gentry, 2014). Cross-grade subject
grouping involves grouping students
from different grade levels together
based on their prior achievement (e.g.,
the Joplin Plan; Floyd, 1954). The last
category is special grouping for gifted
students such as honors and pull-out
programs that were designed specifi-
cally for gifted and talented students
(Goldring, 1990; Kulik & Kulik,
1982, 1987, 1992).

TEXAS ASSOCIATION FOR THE GIFTED & TALENTED

In reviewing 12 experimental
studies of ability grouping, the effects
of between-class grouping on mid-
dle school and junior high students’
academic achievement were posi-
tive, small, and statistically signifi-
cant; within-class, cross-grade, and
between-class grouping on elemen-
tary students’ academic achievement
was positive, moderate, and statisti-
cally significant. Steenbergen-Hu et
al. (2016) concluded that students
obtained small to moderate benefits
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from between-class grouping, with-
in-class grouping, and especially
cross-grade subject grouping. Gifted
students appear to benefit greatly by
being placed in special groups or pro-
grams specifically designed for them.

PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS
To implement grouping, admin-
istrators must consider the types of
grouping needed at each campus, the
number of students who may need
special classes, the strengths and needs
of individual students for within-class
and cross-grade subject grouping,
professional learning for
teachers, and a formal eval-

ing or within-class grouping may be
considered with smaller numbers or
if there are insufhicient resources for
special classes.

Look at individual students.
Campus and classroom data such as
above-level assessments, benchmark
data, unit pretests, and other class-
room assessments may be used to
determine strengths and needs for
within-class and cross-grade subject
grouping. Informal teacher observa-
tions might also be used to identify
students with potential, rather than

class to study addition whereas others
might be in Teacher B’s class to study
subtraction and so on. Multiple groups
might be in the same teacher’s class-
room. At the end of the time period,
students would return to their class-
room and be with like-age peers. It is
important to note that gifted students
may be in different groups, depending
on their various gifts and talents. Those
who have strengths in math may be in
an above-level math group but in an
on-level reading group, and vice versa.
Grouping is based on specific need,
not on broad general learning ability.
This is especially true for
twice-exceptional students

uation to determine fidelity
of implementation and dif-
ferent grouping’s effects on
student outcomes.

Determine student
need. Because grouping
students should be based

on student learning needs,

(GROUPING IS BASED ON

SPECIFIC NEED, NOT
ON BROAD GENERAL
LEARNING ABILITY.

and students from different
language backgrounds who
may need multiple types
of services to address their
strengths and needs.

Train teachers. It is
also important to note that

teachers should be provided

the first course of action is
to determine student needs
at both the campus and classroom
levels. To determine the need for spe-
cial courses and/or cross-grade sub-
ject groupings, administrators need
to consider district and campus level
data such as standardized assessments,
informal classroom assessments, and
benchmark testing. Care should be
taken to include above-level assess-
ments because gifted students may
have already learned the knowledge
and skills of grade level or course stan-
dards. Above-level assessments will
also be helpful in grouping students
across grades.

Determine number of stu-
dents. When reviewing the data,
determine the number of students
performing at the top levels who may
need services above and beyond their
current grade level or course. If there
are a sufficient number of students, the
campus may want to consider forming
special classes, such as honors or gifted
courses. Cross-grade subject group-
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performance. For example, a student
may be a good problem solver or learn
concepts quickly but simply hasn’t had
the learning opportunities to master
all of the knowledge and skills in a
particular subject area. All with-
in-class groupings should be flexible
and specific to the instructional needs
of the students. Based on assessment
information preceding each unit of
study, students may move in and out
of groups as their needs change.

Consider scheduling. For cross-
grade subject grouping, a specific
subject area needs to be scheduled at
the same time across classrooms. For
example, math might be scheduled
from 10:00-11:00 each day. Based
on preassessment data for a particular
strand in math such as mathematical
operations, students would be in the
class that would be addressing their
strengths and needs and be grouped
with like-ability peers. For example,
some students might be in Teacher A’s

with the training or should
already possess the knowl-
edge and skills to make grouping
successful. Skills to be taught include
creating a learning environment where
students can work in small groups and
independently, providing opportuni-
ties for faster pacing of new material,
allowing students to demonstrate and
receive credit for previous mastery of
concepts, incorporating students’ pas-
sionate interests into their independent
studies, providing flexible grouping
opportunities, creating differentiated
learning activities within and between
groups, teaching group and social
skills, and monitoring student progress
through student and teacher records
(Johnsen, Ryser, & Assouline, 2014;
Winebrenner & Devlin, 2001).

Evaluate the grouping types.
Finally, a formal evaluation should
examine the success of each type of
grouping. Data should be collected
regarding the number of students
involved in each grouping type, stu-
dent growth (as measured through



assessment data), how well the group-
ing was received (as measured through
parent, teacher, and student surveys),
and grouping benefits and challenges
(as measured through data and anec-
dotal information). Once data have
been collected and analyzed, problems
can be addressed and changes made to
ensure continued success of the group-
ing strategy.

UNIVERSAL SCREENING

Ikeda, Neesen, and Witt (2008)
defined universal screening as the
“systematic assessment of a// children
within a given class, grade, school
building, or school district, on aca-
demic and/or social-emotional indi-
cators that the school personnel and
community have agreed are import
ant” (p. 113). Universal screening is
different from the traditional identi-
fication process in gifted education,
which often involves a nomination or
referral process. With referral, parents
and teachers recommend students for
screening or further testing, whereas
in universal screening, all students
are administered at least one formal
assessment as the first step in the
identification process (Lakin, 2016).
This initial screening is then usually
followed by additional assessments
related to the specific gifted education
program and services.

Universal screening grew out of
a concern that not all gifted students,
particularly those from underrepre-
sented groups, were being referred
for gifted education services. McBee,
Peters, and Miller (2016) reported that
nominations or referrals for testing
resulted in a large proportion of gifted
students being missed, as many as 60%
being false negatives (i.e., truly gifted
students are not identified). There is
a great variability among teachers in
recommending students for gifted pro-
grams (McBee, 2006; Siegle, Moore,
Mann, & Wilson, 2010). Teachers do
not tend to recognize talents equally
among all students and often overlook

those who do not exhibit characteris-
tics they view as typical of gifted stu-
dents (e.g., advanced vocabulary, high
achievement; Carman, 2011; deWet
& Gubbins, 2011; Speirs Neumeister,
Adams, Pierce, Cassady, & Dixon,
2007; Plata, Masten, & Trusty, 1999;
Siegle & Powell, 2004). With students
from diverse backgrounds, teach-
ers may also focus more on student
deficits rather than on cultural differ-
ences and individual strengths (Ford,
Harris, Tyson, & Trotman, 2002).
To increase the number of students
referred, researchers suggest more
training for teachers in gifted educa-
tion and encouraging teachers to refer
the top 25% of their class (Foreman &
Gubbins, 2015; Harradine, Coleman,
& Winn, 2014; McBee et al., 2016;
Miller, 2009; Speirs Neumeister et
al., 2007). Similarly, parents may not
recognize the abilities of their chil-
dren, particularly those from poor
and immigrant backgrounds (Card
& Giuliano, 2015, 2016).

EVIDENCE

Although numerous studies sup-
port acceleration and grouping, one
quasi-experimental study is cited
in the literature related to universal
screening. Using longitudinal data
from a large, diverse district in Florida
that moved from a system based on
teacher and parent referral to a sys-
tem based on universal screening,
Card and Giuliano (2015) examined
the effects on the number of identi-
fied gifted and talented students in
the district and compared the effects
with a matched comparison group of
schools in Florida. Their data included
a 2-year time period before universal
screening was fully implemented, a
2-year time period when it was fully
implemented, and a 2-year time period
when an underfunded version of the
program formally ended. Prior to
implementation of universal screen-
ing, students had to be nominated by a
parent or teacher before they were able
to access an individually administered
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intelligence test. Note that in Florida,
students had to achieve a score of 130
(98th percentile) to be identified as
gifted; however, if the students were
considered disadvantaged due to being
classified as English language learner
or being eligible for free or reduced
lunch, they needed to achieve a score
of 116 (85th percentile). If students
met the criterion on the intelligence
test then a final determination was
made based on “parent and teacher
inputs and scores on a checklist verify-
ing that the student showed evidence
of ‘gifted indicators,” including moti-
vation, creativity, and adaptability”
(Card & Giuliano, 2015, p. 4). When
universal screening was implemented,
the district tested all second-grade
students using a nonverbal measure
of cognitive ability. All students who
met the cut-scores on the screening
test (i.e., 130 or 116) were eligible for
the individually administered intelli-
gence test. They needed to meet the
cut-scores on the intelligence test to be
considered for the gifted and talented
program.

Prior to implementing universal
screening, students in the gifted and
talented program were overrepre-
sented by White, high-SES students.
Only 28% of gifted students in the
third grade were African American
or Hispanic, although these students
made up 60% of the population.
Universal screening led to a 180%
increase in participation rates among
students from traditionally underrep-
resented groups: African American,
Hispanic, low SES, and ELL (McBee,
2016). In addition, prior to universal
screening, 18% of schools in the target
district contained 50% of the gifted
students; under universal screening,
the distribution became more equita-
ble with about 57% of schools contain-
ing 50% of the district’s gifted (Card
& Giuliano, 2016; McBee, 2016).
Achievement gains were similar for
students identified under the new uni-
versal screening program compared to
the previous referral program. Lakin
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(2016) strongly encouraged districts
that are concerned about representa-
tion in their gifted programs to con-
sider this approach. She also suggested
in her review of Card and Giuliano’s
study that further research is needed
to examine differences in specific cut-
scores and how they impact universal
screening, the correlation between the
screener and follow-up assessments,
and their relevance to the gifted pro-
gram and other services.

PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

To implement this evidence-based
practice, administrators must consider
professional compliance standards and
legal requirements; multiple ways to
use universal screening; the process
for selecting the assessment(s); com-
municating with other administrators,
teachers, and parents; and evaluation
of its effects on increasing the num-
bers of underrepresented groups in the
gifted program.

Consider professional compli-
ance standards and legal require-
ments. To plan and implement
universal screening with fidelity, dis-
trict administrators need to have a
clear understanding of any compli-
ance or professional standards that
exist at the local, state, or national
levels. Following this understanding,
administrators need to investigate fed-
eral and state laws and the school dis-
trict’s policy on testing. For example,
obtaining parent permission is gen-
erally not required when 4// students
are assessed. However, once a student
moves into the formal gifted identi-
fication assessment process, parents
must be informed.

Find multiple ways to use uni-
versal screening. In times when edu-
cation funding is being reduced, it is
advisable for administrators to find
multiple ways to use limited resources.
Identifying all the ways universal
screening information can be used in
making instructional decisions builds
collaboration and supports all students
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within the district. For example, the
data from universal screening might
be used not only for referring students
for gifted education services but also
for special education services. In this
case, the universal screening instru-
ment might address a broader range of
content and/or aptitude areas.

Select the specific assess-
ments. Once the purpose of the
assessment is determined, adminis-
trators need to select specific assess-
ments that will be used. Some of the
questions might include: Do the test
norms resemble the school district’s
population? Does the test manual
include studies related to reliability
and validity? Who may administer
the assessment? May the assessment
be administered in small and/or large
groups? Is the test timed or untimed?
How much does the test cost?

Communicate with campus
leaders. Campus leaders need to
have input into the selection of assess-
ments, testing schedule, and how the
results will be used to improve student
learning. Principals, counselors, and
gifted/special education specialists
will provide leadership for commu-
nicating with teachers, parents, and
other stakeholders. They will ensure
that students with special needs such
as English learners or those who need
testing accommodations are consid-
ered when the test is implemented.

Communicate with teachers.
Teachers also need to understand the
purpose of universal screening and
be aware of how they might use the
information as part of tiered or uni-
versal screening process. If the univer-
sal screening is part of a more formal
gifted identification process, teachers
will need professional learning to
refer students with potential, particu-
larly those from diverse backgrounds
who may not have had early learning
opportunities or who may demon-
strate their talents in ways other than

those traditionally associated with
giftedness.

Communicate with families.
Families also need to understand
the purpose of the assessment. If 2//
students are tested and the testing is
not part of the formal identification
process, parents may not realize the
purpose of the assessment. Is it part
of providing better instruction for
students in the classroom? Is it part of
identifying interventions for a second
tier of services within a Response to
Intervention framework?

A generic form letter can be sent
home either by mail or with the stu-
dent to address the purpose of the
assessment, inform the parents how
their child will be included, and
explain how the assessment results
will be used. The date(s) and time(s) of
the assessment(s) can easily be added
to a campus’s letters. Campuses can
include the notice in their newslet-
ters or on their web pages, as can the
department tasked with the universal
screening. Some districts employ “robo
calls” and those can also be helpful
in ensuring communication has been
sent and received.

However, if universal screening
is part of a formal gifted identifica-
tion process, parents will need to be
informed, understand the purpose of
the gifted education program, and sign
a consent letter for their student to be
tested. Having a referral opportunity,
however, does not necessarily ensure
equity of access. Parents may not have
reliable Internet service to access an
online identification form, may not
understand the form, or may not
even understand the purpose of gifted
education and why their child might
benefit from services. Administrators
need to use multiple forms of commu-
nication with parents to let them know
about screening and the formal identi-
fication process—how they are similar
and different. Administrators may be
concerned about informing parents of
the specific assessment being used. A



general description of the assessment
experience is appropriate for par-
ents (e.g., administration in groups,
addresses both achievement and apti-
tude, some parts are verbal while oth-
ers are not), but not the specific name
of the test. Unfortunately, some par-
ents have purchased study materials or
paid for tutoring to prepare their stu-
dents for particular assessments. This
preparation may artificially inflate the
results and will therefore invalidate the
results from the assessment.

Determine how to report
results. Assessment results can be
reported in a variety of ways including
numerically and visually. Numerical
options include the raw score (how
many questions were answered cor-
rectly out of the number of possible
correct), the scaled score (the transfor-
mation of the raw score to a common
scale such as a bell-shaped curve), and
percentile score (how the score relates
to others’ scores in the same age or
grade level). Percentile ranks are most
often easier to understand for teach-
ers and parents (e.g., 80th percentile =
your student scored as well as or better
than 80% of the students who took
the test). Visual representations also
help in explaining the standard error
of measurement because they usually
include a bar graph with the score
shown in a band.
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