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Introduction

Merriam-Webster defines innovation as "the introduction of something new; a new idea,

method, or device." Synonyms for innovation include modernization, departure, leading edge,

alteration, modifîcation, shift, variation, and cutting edge. Cuniculum innovation may include

encouraging collaborative learnin g, recognizing the value of diversity within the population,

creating more opportunities for globalization, developing interesting courses of study, and

incorporating enhancements to current programs.

As part of our mission to prepare all students for the future, opportunities for enrichment

beyond the grade-level curriculum helps students meet their full potential. To address the needs

of students at various levels, the enrichment opporfunities sub-committee considered current

programming offered and compared it to best practices in the field of gifted and talented

education.

The following table provides an overview of the programming at each level throughout
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the district

Grade Professionals Responsible Summarv of Programming
K/TP

Elementary REACH
Teachers

(1 per school)

Enrichment support for classroom teachers

I 1 class per cycle of enrichment for all students

2
a
J Pull-out program

4

5 REACH Teacher Class that replaces team social studies class

6 REACH/SS Teachers

7 REACH/SS Teachers

8

9-12
Varied across departments Honors/AP courses

Senior Internship Option

The REACH Senior Intern Option provides sfudents with the opportunity to explore a career path

and develop practical skills while assisting a local organization that serves the public interest.

lnterested students participate in a selective application process. The partnerships between the

school and host sites earn rave reviews from students and community leaders. While the

students have an authentic, hands-on experience, the community partners beneflrt from the

service hours and projects that the students complete. Past capstone projects range from

implementing events to creating products like websites used long after the intern departs.

Purpose

The overall purpose of strategically planning to increase enrichment opportunities is to

maximize student learning throughout a child's educational career. Considering the current

programming at each level and input from stakeholders, the sub-committee identified varied

purposes for increasing programming related to enrichment. At the elementary level, the purpose

of having enrichment opportunities is to address the needs of high ability students across the
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curriculum. While this also holds true for secondary programming, students at the secondary

level could benefit from more options to leam in a self-directed fashion. In order for the district

to achieve an increase in enrichment opportunities for students, teachers need support in learning

about and implementing related best practices. Farnilies can also benefit from information to

support enrichment for their child.

The purpose of this report is to summ arize the findings of the review of research related

to curriculum innovations conducted by the Student Life subcommittee of the larger Strategic

Planning committee and to offer recommendations to the Board of Education in preparation for

the development and implernentation of the next Hillsborough Township School District

Strategic Plan.

Major Areas of Focus / Anticipated BenefÏts

To help all students achieve their fullest potential, the district should focus on ways to

offer enrichment for those students who have successfully mastered content and skills being

taught in the classroom. As students grow and curricula are revised, the district depends on

teachers to differentiate instruction in order to meet the variety of needs in classrooms

throughout the year. Teachers across the content areas need support in how to design and

analyze assessment results in order to provide students with the opportunity to enrich their

learning experiences and make connections via manageable yet challenging tasks. Providing

services to students based upon assessment results does not take into consideration a student's

passion for learning and dedication to task. Providing a variety of options for students based on

needs observed through assessment and task commitment of the child may provide Hillsborough
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Township School District with the opportunity to broaden the number of students participating in

enrichment. By offering a variety of programming at all levels, the district can help students

achieve in accordance with their abilities.

In addition to helping all students rneet their potential, offering a variety of enrichrrent

opportunities is essential for maximizing the leaming of gifted and talented students. The field

of gifted and talented, while diverse in its definitions and prescriptions, agrees that students with

high ability have specific and varied needs. While state law requires identiffing students as

gifted and talented as well as offering a program, the code offers few fuither specifics. The

district currently address the needs of gifted and talented students through the efforts of

elementary specialists and middle level social studies teachers. Given the diversity of our

students' abilities, interests, and needs, more varied enrichment opportunities will better serve

our students.

Review of Literature / Research Supporting the Need to Implement the Area of Focus

Two main bodies of literature provide useful information related to enrichment

opportunities: 1) research on instruction and 2) research in the f,reld of gifted and talented

education. Some recent research suggests that a significant number of students would benefit

from enrichment on a regular basis. In one study that involved over 170,000 students at2,000

schools nationwide, students identified as high achieving through standardized testing of reading

grew more slowly than their peers during the year; these students grew over the summer while

their peers did not (Rambo-Hemandez & McCoach,2014). This suggests that work in the

classrooms may not be helping high achieving students learn as much as they do outside of
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school. As a district committed to helping all children achieve their fullest potential, research

suggests the close examination of exactly how teachers challenge learners throughout different

units of study.

In terms of literature on instruction and enrichment, the cycle of using assessment results

to plan for differentiation is an accepted best practice in the field (Eaker, DuFout, & DuFour,

2002; Stronge, Ward, & Grant, 2011). Ideally, teachers have a plan for addressing both students

who struggle to meet learning targets and students that demonstrate mastery of the targets prior

to any instruction. The standards we have for teachers and research in the field supports the

practice of differentiation due to the differing needs of students (Stronge & Associates,2012;

Tomlinson et al., 2003); however, some educators disagree on a theoretical basis that teachers

can acfually meet varied needs of students (Delisle, 2015). Flexible grouping has been shown to

increase student achievement (Puzio & Colby, 2010; Steenbergen-Hu, Makel, &

Olszewski-Kubilius, 2016). Specifically, Steenbergen-Hu etal. (2016) completed meta-analyses

that examined research over a one-hundred year period to find positive effects of flexible

grouping practices including acceleration. The overwhelming evidence suggests that the district

can improve student achievement by providing teachers support in differentiating instruction.

Literature on gifted and talented education provides specifics about how to support

students who often require enrichment opporlunities. Experts in the field suggest varied

programming designed to meet as many needs of leamers as possible. Programming with a

strong basis in research includes cornpacting, acceleration, differentiation, flexible grouping, and

independent research (National Association for Gifted Children, 2010; Reis & Renzulli, 1992;

VanTassel-Baska, 2005).
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Research in the fîeld of gifted and talented provides many suggestions of how the district

can improve our offerings for students who need enrichment, Compacting is when students take

a pretest prior to a unit of study. Students who show mastery on the pretest work on enrichment

activities instead of relearning what they already know. Acceleration is when students work on

the curriculum of the next grade level. It is important to note that, teachers will need

professional development to implement these best practices (VanTassel-Baska, 2007).

Some educators would argue that the district must only focus on state requirements and

students who struggle to meet grade level expectations. In addition to a state mandate to identify

and serve gifted and talented sfudents, those students with high ability may struggle in school

despite their potential. In fact, up to 20Yo of dropouts nationwide tested within the gifted range

(Colangelo & Davis, 2003). In addition, a report commissioned by the Gates Foundation found

that 88% of high school dropouts nationwide had passing grades but dropped out due to boredom

(Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison,2006). The programming and practices suggested in the gifted

and talented literature can help all students, especially those at-risk, high ability individuals.

Those engaged in this subcommittee also collected and discussed information about

gifted and talented programming in other districts at both the elementary and middle levels, At

the high school level, the needs of high ability students are typically met through a variety of

course offerings and extracurricular activities. The following table summarizes research the

subcommittee completed about six New Jersey elementary and middle level programs.

District Elementary Programming Middle Level Programming

West-Windsor Flexible grouping and differentiation
supported by specialists through grade

5.

Students attend GT (PRISM) during
a flex period and participate in
competitions.

Bridgewater Self-contained classes for all subjects Enrichment courses available in all
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for identified students core subjects

Edison Pullout possible in math, literacy
andlor engineering, each for one-third
of the year for identified students.

Acceleration in literacy and math.

Montgomery Differentiated instruction without
pullout.

Acceleration options in math

Scotch-Plains
Fanwood

Pullout program starting in grade 4. Pullout program that rotates through
different periods of the day.

Princeton Differentiated instruction and

enrichment during a flexible period.
Accelerated math begins at the

middle school.

Pursuant to the extensive literature review coupled with the knowledge of programs in

other districts, the subcommittee brainstorrned the benefits and challenges of improving the

district's enrichment offerings across four areas: elementary programming, secondary

programming, teacher learning, and community connections. Tables summarizing the

aforementioned benefits and challenges follow. Research and further details about options

suggested by the subcommittee are outlined in the Recommendations section.
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Elementarv Prosrammins:

Elementary Programmimg Idea L: Increase compacting (pretesting and enriching students
who show mastery on the pretest of a unit) through teacher coaches.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Flexible groupings depend upon curricular
topics

Teacher time/stress to create activities that
remediate and extend the curriculum

Provides students with respectful learning
tasks

Measuring student skills and needs

Preempts behaviors that emerge when
students work on tasks they have already
mastered

Locating and/or developing educator expertise
in compacting

Efficient use of sfudent's learning time Cost

Follows best practices in education overall
and GT specifically

Scheduling the limited time of additional staff
effectively

Does not completely address extreme high
ability

Measuring the impact of coaches

Elementary Programming Idea 2: Increase compacting (pretesting and enriching students

who show mastery on the pretest of a unit) through professional development workshops.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Flexible groupings depend upon curricular
topics

Addressing teacher stress of the time involved in
creating assessments and activities to remediate and

extend the curriculum without support available in
each school

Provides students with respectful learning
tasks

Measuring student skills and needs

Preempts behaviors that emerge when
students work on tasks they have already
mastered

Does not follow best practices of teacher PD being
job-embedded and situational
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EfÍicient use of student's learning time Identifying and/or developing educator expertise in
compacting

Follows best practices in education overall
and GT specifically

Does not completely address extreme high ability

Targeted profess ional developrnent for
teachers

Cost

Elementary Progamming ldea 3: Develop an elementary program in Science, Technologyo

Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM), in which students would be provided instruction by
a qualifîed educator.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Addresses student and community interest Cost

Meets the needs of students with gifts/talents
in STEM

Scheduling / logistics

Enrichment for all Space

Connection to global, national and local
community through real-life / authentic
application,

Teacher with depth of knowledge in content

Skills identified as needed for college and

career readiness in a highly competitive 21't

century world.
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Secondary Programming:

Secondary (7 - 8) Programming ldea 1: Incorporate a self-directed research project into the
REACH social studies curriculum, including the opportunity for students to exhibit their
work.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Provides students with authentic learning
opportunities related to their interests

Teacher time to learn about and implement passion

projects

Aligns with best practices in the field of
gifted and talented education

Limited student time to master the large number of
social studies content standards while working on

these projects

Enhances professional development for
teachers

Limited in addressing the needs of students whose

gifts and talents lay outside of social studies

Cost of PD for teachers

Secondary (7 - 8) Programming Idea 2: Incorporate the opportunity for self-directed
research projects across the disciplines through hiring middle level specialists in gifted and

talented.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Addresses REACH needs assessment Cost of hiring

Addresses interests and needs across the

curriculum
Scheduling

The specialist could facilitate both
curricular and extracurricular learning
opportunities

Identifying and / or developing staff expertise to

meet the needs of middle level leamers with a
flexible program

The specialist could support compacting,
differentiation, mentoring, and STEM

Identifying specific student needs

Measuring student progress

Measuring the impact of coaches
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Secondary Programming Idea 3: The district will provide a broader range of
academically-focused extracurricular activities for grades five through eighto including those

in STEM. These extra-curricular activities would focus on problem-solving.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Meets a variety of student needs Cost of stipends and program start-up

Requires task commitment Avoiding overscheduled, stressed students

Provides sfudents with opportunities to
interact with high ability students outside of
Hillsborough

Highly collaborative and focused on
problem-solving

Focus on enhancing 2l st Century Skills
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Teacher Learning:

Teacher Learning Idea L: Provide elementary teachers with professional development to
support passion projects. If the district increases compacting, passion projects could flourish
at the elementary level.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Can address student interests in a variety of
areas

Teacher time to learn and implement without
increasing stress

Aligns with best-practices in the field of
gifted and talented education

Student time/energy to master standards while also

engaging in self-directed learning

Cost of professional development

Teacher Learning Idea 2: Provide social studies teachers with professional development to
support passion projects. If the REACH program remains only social-studies specifico social

studies teachers would need support to implement independent research projects.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Can address student interests in a variety of
areas

Teacher time to learn and implement for a large

number of students without increasing stress

Aligns with best-practices in the field of
gifted and talented education

Student time/energy to master standards while also

engaging in self-directed learning

Scheduling time for students to work on projects

Cost of professional development

Teacher Learning ldea 3: Share information about acceleration with staff. This best

practice has a variety of considerations that depend on the individual student. If teachers

and administrators understand the research behind acceleration, this is a first step to

developing a set of procedures to make acceleration a viable option for students within the

district.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Aligns with best-practices in the field of Overcoming myths about acceleration
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gifted and talented education

Meets the needs of a very small number of
students with extreme high ability

Parent pressure to accelerate, especially when
parent perception is not in alignment with the

district / school assessment of student needs

Creating a plan to monitor and address any
"holes" in student preparation

Development of a procedure for making
acceleration decisions

Communitv Connections:

Community Connections Idea 1: Create different names for the different programs we have.

There are three separate programs we offer: a special for grades l-2, a pull-out program for
grades 3-4, and a social studies replacement program in grades 5-8. Having different names

for the programs will clarify that they each meet different needs.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Will address the idea that some students get

time in an extra special

Informing the community about the newly
developed names

May decrease pressure around the CogAT
test

Appropriate identification for the separate

programs that already exist

Community Connections Idea 2: Create, develop and facilitate family nights across the

content areas and levels. Programs such as "Cultivating Joyful, Lifelong Learningo' and
ooFamily Math Night" are well-attended and received.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Assists families in meeting their child's
needs across content areas

Cost

Provides the opportunity to promote
authentic learning in families and cultivate a

growth mindset approach
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Community Connections Idea 3: Conduct an in-depth gifted and talented K - 12 program
review utilizing outside researchers.

BENEFITS CHALLENGES

Provides the opporfunity to collect
information from a variety of stakeholders

Cost

Provides unbiased and comprehensive
suggestions for improving programming

Implementation of challenging and/or unpopular to

recommendations

Recommendations

Overall, the subcommittee has outlined a total of nine recommendations. While the

benefrts and challenges have been previously addressed, a summary of recommendations

follows,

The fîrst recommendation regarding increasing enrichment in elementary programming

involves creating coaching positions to assist teachers with differentiation, including

compacting. Compacting is a research-based best practice where students take a pre-test to

determine whether they need to complete the unit with the class (National Association for Gifted

Children, 2010; Reis & Renzulli, 1992; Steenbergen-Hu, Makel, & Kolszewski-Kubilius,2016)'

Compacting will allow students who have mastered the content and skills of a given unit to

continue to leam new material. Over multiple years, coaches at each elementary school would

work with teachers and supervisors to develop and implement pre-assessments and facilitate

alternative learning activities for students who have mastered the content and skills of the unit

prior to instruction.

The sub-committee's second recommendation for increasing enrichment opportunities is

to offer teacher professional development on compacting and differentiation. While coaches
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offer job-embedded and continuous support necessary for implementation, in-service

presentations can expose teachers to basic concepts and methods relating to compacting. These

workshops will focus on subject-specifîc supports for teachers to meet individual student needs.

As numerous studies have explained, effective professional development is job-embedded and

continuous support is necessary for teachers to learn tools that they can use to teach their subject

matter (Darling-Hammond & Mclaughlin, 1999; Elmore, 2002; Firestone, Mangin, Martinez, &,

Polovsky, 2005; Wineberg & Grossman, 1998). This research supports both the use of coaches

along with workshops and the provision of relevant resources.

STEM education can help students solve real world problems and demonstrate 21't

century skills (Lombardi, 2001). Therefore, our third recornmendation for increasing enrichment

opportunities at the elementary level is to develop an elementary STEM program. This would

require considering different options for scheduling and staffing, yet offer students direct

experiences in STEM provided by a qualified educator. Involving students in the type of

critical thinking that STEM requires (problem-solving, transferring skill, etc.) boosts student

achievement (Higgins, Hall, Baumfield, & Moseley, 2005), There is both community and

educator support for offering STEM-related enrichment at the elementary level, based on

students' interest.

Best practices in the field of gifted and talented education suggest providing avenues for

students to explore their interests (Renzulli,1999; National Association for Gifted Children,

2010); therefore, the fourth recommendation is specific to secondary programming and involves

supporting the option for self-directed learning for students. This will require the hiring of

middle level specialists to work with students' interests in a cross-disciplinary manner. Middle
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level specialists will facilitate both independent projects and more structured learning

opportunities such as National History Day and Future Problem Solving Programs based on

student interest and commitment. This will address the issue that our gifted and talented

program is a replacement social studies program at the middle level and does not specifically

address the needs of students with high ability in other content areas.

The sub-committee's fifth recornmendation regarding how to meet the needs of students

in various content areas is to increase extracurricular opportunities at the middle level. The

activities offered at Auten Road Intermediate School and Hillsborough Middle School could be

expanded to include a broader range of academically-focused extracurricular activities, including

those in STEM. The additional extra-curricular activities will focus on problem-solving and

critical thinking in order to increase student achievement (Higgins, Hall, Baumfield, & Moseley,

2005; National Association for Gifted Children, 2010), Offering more academic extra-curricular

activities would also expand the possibility of enrichment to all students in the district based on

their commitrnent to participate.

In order to increase enrichment opportunities for students, teachers will need information

and support to implement new practices; therefore, the next category of recommendations

involves teacher learning. Our sixth recommendation related to enrichment opportunities is to

provide elementary teachers with professional development to support passion projects. Should

the district decide to move forward toward implementing the best practice of compacting,

passion projects would most assuredly flourish at the elementary level with the proper supports.

Acceleration, which involves teaching the curriculum of the next grade level in one or all

subjects is considered a best practice in the fîeld of gifted and talented education Q'{ational
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Association for Gifted Children,2010; Steenbergen-Hu, Makel, & Olszewski-Kubilius, 2016).

In a survey of districts nationwide, over 50o/o accelerated students by subject areas are at the

middle school level (Callahan, Moon, & Oh, 2013). The decision of whether to accelente a

student and when to do so requires the consideration of a variety of factors which are dependant

upon the individual sfudent. As teachers and administrators garner a greater understanding of the

research behind acceleration, a set of procedures to make acceleration a viable option for

students within the district may be developed. Doing so will provide all students greater

opportunities to achieve in accordance with their abilities; therefore, our seventh

recommendation is that information about acceleration be shared with teachers and

administrators.

In addition to supporting the learning of teachers, the subcommittee's eighth

recommendation enhances our partnership with parents centered on ways to understand the

programming offered and providing guidance about enriching student learning outside of the

school day. Hillsborough Township School District district currently offers three separate

programs related to enriching sfudents including a special for grades one and fwo, a pull-out

program for grades three and four, and a social studies replacement program in grades five, six,

seven, and eight. The subcommittee recommends creating alternate names for each enrichment

opportunity thereby addressing the issue that students who are currently identified for overall

high ability and creativity at the elementary level end up in a social studies replacement class at

the middle level. A best practice in the field is to align identification criteria with the program

offered (National Association for Gifted Children, 2010). Having separate names for the

programming will clarify that each one meets different student needs.
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Studies indicate that increased involvement of parents increased students academic

performance and is characteristic of a more effective school (Cotton & Wikelund, 1988; Epstein,

1985; Jeynes, 2003). Opportunities to provide parents with information to enrich their child's

learning will provide additional opportunity for us to partner with our stakeholders for the benefit

of student learning. Currently, there are several well-attended evening events offered

district-wide that appeal to our constituents including, but not limited to Farnily Math and

various enrichment-focused events held through the culriculum offrce under the auspices of the

REACH program. Therefore, the ninth and final recommendation pertaining to enrichment is to

create and facilitate family nights across each of the content areas whereby parents will engage in

the learning process with their children.
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