Cluster grouping
enables gifted students,
as well as all the other
students, to make
meaningful progress.

Dina Brulles and
Susan Winebrenner
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educational match for their children
(Parker, 2011). All parents, however,
value schools that pay attention to their
students with high ability because in
schools like these, student achieve
ment levels typically rise, This, in turn
attracts students from surrounding
districts and recaprures those who

ously chose aliernative schooling

options, By redirecting attention to the

needs ol all their students, including the

gifted, schools like Paradise Valley can
> “hright flight," entice families
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Gifted education programs often are
controversial as well. Although par-
ents of gitted students, believing their
children deserve opportunities to reach
their [ull potential, welcome such inter
ventions, others often consider these
sgrams elitist because they commonly

serve more aflluent white children than

poor and minority children (Brulles

& Lansdowne, 2009), Most schools
provide intermittent services, pulling
students ot of homeroom classes [on
enrichment for brief periods during the
week. When they return 1o their class
rooms, students are sometimes required
to complete the work they missed

which typically is below their challenge
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However, one practical inter-

vention—cluster groug —e{fective

addresses these challenges while pro-
viding an inclusive environment that

improves all students’ achievement. This

methed for providing gifted services

is rapidly becoming more prevalent in
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A Manageable Model

In cluster grouping, all students in a

grade level are grouped according to

their ability and achievement levels. A

cluster of either gilted or high-achieving

High-achieving students
frequently emerge

as academic leaders
when not placed with
gifted students.

students—one o1 the other—is in even

classroom, along with only two or three
other clusters. These remaining clusters
are composed of students in the aver
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ster will not have a cluster that is far
below average. The classroom composi-
tion shown in Figure 1 illustrates how
the model balances achievement levels
and narrows the range of ability in each

Class

Enfranchising gifted students in a
cluster-grouping model can provide

a pathway to higher achievement for

all students in the school. In addi-
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cluster-grouping model gives teachers
more time o work with individual stu-
dents (Gentry & MacDougall, 2008),

Administrators who implement
r.'lus.ter-gmuping ﬂ'll'.l[!ﬂl.“? are some-
times tempted to place high-achieving
students in classes with gified students.
This approach is problematic for two
reasons, First, clustering all high-
achieving and gifted students in one
class resembles tracking and decreases
the likelihood for success. All classes
benefit from having high-ability or
high-achieving students. Second, high-
achieving students frequently emerge as
academic leaders when not placed with
gifted students.

The inclusive nature of cluster
grouping recognizes that not all gifted
students are high achievers; rather, the
manner in which they acquire informa-
tion necessitates a difference in instruc-
tion and curriculum. Gifted students
make intuitive leaps in their thinking,
require fewer repetitions Lo master
new concepls, accelerate through the
curriculum at a faster rate, and think
more critically and with greater depth
and complexity than students of average
ability.

Cluster grouping embraces all gifted
students regardless of their current lev-
els of productivity—this includes gifted
students who are twice exceptional;
English language learners; and studenis
who are culturally diverse, poor, or in
the primary grades (Brulles & Lans-
dowme, 2008)

Student Placement
Gilted cluster groups typically consist
ol four 1o nine gifted students, who
make up approximately 20-25 percent
of the class. When the number of gifted
students exceeds nine, a second gifted
cluster classroom is often formed.
Giftedness is measured through abil-
ity tests, such as the Cognitive Abilities
Test and the Naglieri Monwverbal Abiliry

FIGURE 1. Recommended Classroom Compaosition for Cluster Grouping

for a Single Grade Level
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Source: Fram The Cluster Grouping Handbook: How to Challenge Gifted Students and improve Achievement
for Al [p. 14, by 5. Winebrenner and D. Brulles, 2008, Minneapalis, Minnesota; Free Spirit Pubkshing,
Capyright 2008 by Free Spirit Puikshing, Used with permission.

Test, and also through 10} tests, such as
the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale and
the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Chil-
dren. The “gifted” identification relates
to students' potential [or learning; it
doesn't reflect knowledge that students
have already acquired. Also, the gilted
identification relates to overall general
ability. Students who are'identified as
gifted are automatically placed into
giflted cluster classes regardless of their
areas of strength.

¢ Before making student placements,
teachers assign their students to one
of five categories (Winebrenner &
Brulles, 2008). Teachers determine
group assignments through formal and
informal methods that include standard-
ized test data, teacher observations, and
ather standardized and anecdotal data

Students are assigned o groups with
the following descriptors:

s Group [—Gifted: All students identi-
fied as gilted, including those not luent
in English, those who are academically
nonproductive, and those who are twice
exceptional.

» Group 2—High Average: Highly
competent and productive students whao
achieve well.

» Group 3—Average: Students who
achieve in the middle range of grade-
level expectations.

m Group 4—Low Average: Smdents
who may score slightly below grade
level but who can achieve ar grade level

with some support.

» Group 5—Far Below Average: Stu-
dents who struggle in most subject areas
and score significantly below profi-
ciency levels.

Student placements occur each
spring. Teachers from the sending and
receiving grade levels work with assis-
lance from the principal, gifted special-
ists, and special educarion teachers. To
create the kind of classrooms shown in
Figure 1, school siaff must cluster gifted
students in designated classrooms,
group high-average students in class-
rooms that have not been assigned the
gifted cluster, place average students
evenly in all classrooms, place low-
average students in all classrooms, and
place far-below-average students in
classes without the gilted cluster.

What Teachers Need to Know
Cluster grouping recognizes that gilted
students need to be challenged daily
in all subject areas (Hoover, Sayler, &
Feldhusen, 1993). This requires the
daily attention of teachers who have a
certification in gifted education or who
pirticipate in ongoing training in that
feld. It also requires a sustained [dcus
on documenting student progress,
which cluster grouping facilitates.

Maonitoring Student Progress

The cluster-grouping approach is simi-
lar to Response to Intervention (RT1),
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which schools use primarily 1o
benefit low-achieving students
Like RTL, cluster grouping
enahles teachers Lo diagnose a
student’s entry level in specific
content, prescribe an inter-
vention that will advance the
student’s progress, and assess the
degree to which the intervention
worked

For example, a gilted clus-

ter teacher might determine
students’ challenge levels by
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receiving the week's instruc-

tion and completing the week's

practice work. Students who

score at 90 percent or highe:

have demomstrated that they

have mastered the content and

do not need to spend the week
learning that material. Instead, the
teacher would provide more challeng-
ing worl: in the same subject area 1o

udents and assess their progress
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Differentiating Instruction
When teachers have .'-||_!:\ one
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ties when others are working at
advanced levels. They may take
more academic risks and chal-

lenge one another more—not

only because of their more com
petitive natures but also because

they feel understood by their

teachers (Webb et al., 2005) and more
comiortable and confident learning
with peers with whom they can relate
(Delisle & Galbraith, 2002)

In gified cluster classes, any studem
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has already mastered the upcoming

standards and thus participate in the

various differentiated 1asks planned fon

1 students. For advanced learners
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A Lesson in Lesson Compacting

Mr. Wilkerson notices that some of his students in math always complete thair
practice work quickly. Having learned "the most difficult first” strategy in a
recent workshop, he presents it 1o the class the next day,

He begins the lesson with 15 minutes of direct instruction and then explains
to students that he will now be offering a new option: Those students who
understand a lesson—and prove it by correctly doing the five most difficult math
problems on the day's assignment—won't need to do the rest of the problems.
They can work instead on an “extension page"—that is, a more challenging
math activity—for the rest of the class period.

Students who attempt to do those five problemns but have difficulty sclving
them on their own go back to the beginning of the page and try to complete all
the problems. During this time, the classroom “checker” verifies the answars of
those students who have tackled the five most difficult problems, thus fresing
the teacher to help students who need more support.

This strategy accomplishes several important outcomes. First, the teacher
doesn't waste the learning time of students who require little practice. Second,
he structures sufficient time for those who need it. Finally, he frees up time to
work directly with the students who most need his assistance. " Most difficult
first" represents a simple solution to the challenge of teaching in classes with a

range of abilities.

that they are not doing more work
than others, just different work. Stu-
dents must also understand that their
recorded grade will not be lower than
it would have been had they completed
the regular class work instead of the
more challenging work they tackled.
Because teachers are required to assess
only the grade-level standards—this is
whal the recorded grade reflects—they
can give alternative credit to students
who successfully complete extension
acLivities.

A Solution That Satisfies All

In this time of rapidly expanding school
choice, schools need to provide a
challenging learning environment for
students of all levels of ahility and
achievement. Cluster grouping creates a
more rigorous and relevant school
setring, encourages smart students to
remain in their schools, and draws back
students who have left. In addition, it
provides equitable services to all
students, is feasible to implement,

i

satishies parents, and sets the stage for
higher achievement for all: @
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