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One of the major issues in the field of gifted education is the underrepresentation
of students from minority groups and low-income families in gifted programs.
Researchers have reported that this is due both to identification practices that
disproportionally exclude these students, including a lack of parent awareness of
identification procedures, and a lack of gifted education programming in schools that
serve many of these students (Lu & Weinberg, 2016; Mun et al, 2016; U.S. Department
of Education, 2014). In urban districts that serve a high proportion of students from
minority groups and low-income families, gifted programs may be populated primarily by
White and Asian students from higher-income families. This disproportionality is what
we mean by “the underrepresentation issue” in this article, and has been documented in
many large cities, including Chicago (One Chance lllinois, 2016) and New York City (Lu
& Weinberg, 2016), among others (e.g., Card & Giuliano, 2015; Galvez, 2015; Isensee,
2015; Thompson, 2015).

One strategy to promote talent development in high-potential youth from
underrepresented groups in large urban districts is to provide opportunities, resources,
and support to students who show readiness for a more advanced curriculum than that
normally provided by their district. In this article, we describe how a 4th-8th grade public
school in Hartford, CT, based on the Schoolwide Enrichment Model (SEM; Renzulli &
Reis, 2014) provides the opportunity to participate in gifted programming to students
who would likely have not been identified as gifted in nearby suburban school districts
as well as resources and support to help these students rise to the challenge of a more
advanced curriculum including supplementary enrichment experiences. Finally, we
discuss the outcomes observed in the first several years of the program and
implications for replication efforts across the country.

The Renzulli Academy in Hartford uses the entire city as the “catchment area” for
its enrollees and operates on the same budget basis as all other schools in the city.
Students are selected for the Academy following a two-part admission process based
on the Talent Pool Identification System used in the SEM (Renzulli & Reis, 2014). The
Talent Pool Identification System “casts a wide net” to identify as many students who
may benefit from the school’s modified curriculum as possible. First, all students scoring
in the top 15% of the district on third-grade state mastery tests in reading, math, and
language usage receive an invitation to apply to the academy. If there is space,



students entering grades 5-8 are also invited. Not all of these are students who scored
at the highest level, which is labeled “Advanced” or “Exceeded” depending on the year
of the test (Connecticut State Department of Education [SDE], 2006; 2016). In 2015,
statewide, 29.7% of 3rd-grade students scored at the highest level in reading and
18.3% scored at the highest level in math. In Hartford, just 24.1% of 3rd-grade students
Met or Exceeded the standard in reading, with only 7.2% of students overall scoring at
the highest level; and just 18.6% of 3rd-grade students Met or Exceeded the standard in
math, with only 4.2% of students overall scoring at the highest level. In contrast, in the
suburban districts nearby, around 75% of 3rd-graders Met or Exceeded the standards in
math and reading (SDE, 2015). In short, the top 15% of students in Hartford includes
many students who would be average, rather than top, students in other schools.

The second part of the admission process is an application. Students who are
interested in attending the academy answer a few short-answer questions about their
interests and motivation to attend the school, parents write a letter of interest, and the
child’s teacher completes rating scales on the students’ creativity, task commitment,
and general ability. School grades and behavior are also considered in the application,
though a history of difficult behavior does not necessarily exclude an applicant
(https://www.hartfordschools.org/o/renzulli/). Unlike some gifted programs, where
students from minority groups and low-income families are represented in a much
smaller proportion than the general population of the school district (Lu & Weinberg,
2016; One Chance lllinois, 2016), the students of the Renzulli Academy reflect the
population of Hartford Public Schools (HPS). In HPS, 89% of students are Black,
Hispanic, Asian, or of two or more races, (84% Black or Hispanic) and 90% of Academy
students are in these groups (78% Black or Hispanic). Similarly, 78% of students in
HPS qualify for free or reduced lunch, and 73% of Academy students do (SDE, 2016b).
For this reason, we feel this model of identification is an effective solution to the
underrepresentation issue for urban districts with predominately minority and low-
income populations.

The accepted students are immersed in curriculum developed for gifted learners:
M2 enriched mathematics units (Gavin et al., 2007), Schoolwide Enrichment Model-
Reading (Reis, 2009), investigation-based science (e.g., Heilbronner & Renzulli, 2016)
and project-based social studies (e.g., National History Day; see Sloan & Rockman,
2010). This curriculum is complemented by general enrichment: foreign language
instruction, fine arts, enrichment clusters (Renzulli, Gentry, & Reis, 2014; see also Allen,
Robbins, Payne, & Brown, 2016), and school-based participation in academic and
creative competitions. Many of the teachers at the Renzulli Academy have a master’s
degree with an emphasis in giftedness, creativity, and talent development, and teachers
are supported with ongoing professional development in differentiation, gifted
pedagogy, and the Schoolwide Enrichment Model. Students who need academic
intervention are supported in the classroom through differentiated instruction and
Response to Intervention plans. Parents are not only welcomed, they are heard at a
parent council, supported with classes on characteristics of gifted learners, and
expected to invest time supporting the school (Hartford Public Schools, 2016).


https://www.hartfordschools.org/o/renzulli/

A common measure of the success of a school is its students’ performance
and/or growth on standardized assessments (VanTassel-Baska & Feng, 2004, p.136).
When the Renzulli Academy opened in 2009, the State of Connecticut defined five
performance levels: below basic, basic, proficient, goal, and advanced. A proficient
student was considered to be making adequate progress and ready to learn the skills of
the next grade, whereas a student at goal or advanced was able to complete more
challenging work at the grade level (SDE, 2006). In Connecticut, a school is rated with
School Performance Index scores (SPIs) from 0—100 based on student performance on
standardized tests. The target SPI prior to 2013 was 88. In the 2010-2011 school year
(the first year for which scores are available), the Renzulli Academy had a math SPI of
91, areading SPI of 91.5, and a writing SPI of 92.2. By 2013, the SPIs for reading and
writing had increased to 95.8 and 94.8, respectively, while the SPI for math had fallen to
85.1 (SDE, 2013).

In 2014, the state changed its assessments to measure performance on the new
Connecticut Core Standards, and the target SPI was changed to 75. In 2015, the
Renzulli Academy’s English language arts SP| was 69.7, and rose to 72.7 in 2016. For
math, the 2015 SPI was 62.4, and it rose to 67.3 in 2016. These scores are higher than
the state’s overall performance indicators (2016 ELA: 67.7; 2016 math: 61.4; SDE,
2017) and nearly as high as the scores in neighboring West Hartford, a school district
where only 21% of students are eligible for free or reduced-price meals and 25% of
students are Black or Hispanic (2016 ELA: 75.2; 2016 math: 68.3; SDE, 2016b). Some
might say that this school would produce these higher test scores simply because the
students were drawn from a pool of the highest-scorers in the district, undoubtedly
including students who were already scoring above goal on standardized tests. Perhaps
these impressive scores are merely an artifact of selection. They might rightly ask for
additional evidence with which to judge the effectiveness of the school’s educational
model, which brings together creative, task-committed students with above-average (but
not necessarily superior) ability and then teaches them using an enriched curriculum
designed for gifted learners.

Another way to assess a school is to consider how its students perform on
performance tasks, including whether students place in academic and creative
competitions and the quality of the products, performances, and services its students
develop. Because gifted programs often emphasize outcomes on processes that are
difficult to measure with standardized tests, such as higher-level thinking and creativity,
portfolio assessment is recommended when evaluating their effectiveness (VanTassel-
Baska & Feng, 2004, p.134-135). Since the school’s opening in 2009, Renzulli
Academy students have excelled in creative and knowledge-based competitions across
the disciplines:

e Students placed at the State Invention Convention in 2010, 2014, 2015,
and 2016; one student advanced to the National Invention Convention

e Students placed in the Columbus State University’s math contests and
earned a Silver Award at the State MathCounts competition



e Student artwork was selected for display and publication in various
competitions in 2012, 2013 and 2014

e Students qualified for the State Geography Bee in 2012, 2015, 2016, and
2017

e Over 50 students advanced from regional finals to the National History
Day State Competition, and 10 advanced to the National Competition over
the years 2013, 2014, and 2015

e Students placed 1st, 2nd, and 3rd in the City of Hartford Creative Youth
Essay Contest two years in a row.

e A total of 19 students placed at the Citywide Science Fair in 2013, 2014,
and 2015, including 9 first-place winners

e Since the school began its band program in 2014, 8 students have been
selected for the University of Hartford’s Hartt School of Music ensembile,
and the Renzulli Academy band ranked 15th out of 35 in the Fantastic
Festivals Adjudication Competition

e 1In 2017, an Academy student received a full scholarship to the prestigious
Loomis-Chaffee college preparatory boarding school. (F. DeJesus,
personal communication, March 20, 2017).

Based on high test scores, creative competition-winning products and
performances, and positive feedback from families, we feel that the Hartford Renzulli
Academy program is an effective way to select and serve high-potential youth from
minority groups and low-income families in urban districts. Although the students served
by the Renzulli Academy may not be eligible for gifted services in higher-performing
districts, the opportunities, resources, and support provided by the Academy has
enabled students to show that they can perform at high levels. As one parent
commented, “A rose might grow from a crack in the concrete, but planted in a garden
with nourishment is where it will thrive” (https://www.qgreatschools.orqg).

Visitations to the school have resulted in replications in other cities. You are
invited to contact us if you would like to arrange for a visit.


https://www.greatschools.org/
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