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The Schoolwide Enrichment Model: 
A Comprehensive Plan for the Development 
of Talents and Giftedness

Joseph Renzulli*

The artist is nothing without the gift, but the gift is nothing without the work.  
(Émile Zola)

Abstract
The Schoolwide Enrichment Model (SEM) is widely implemented as an enrichment 
program used with academically gifted and talented students and a general enrich-
ment approach for all schools interested in developing the strengths and talents of all 
learners. The major goal of the SEM is the application of gifted education pedagogy 
to total school enrichment and joyful learning. The SEM provides enriched learning 
experiences and higher learning standards for all children through three goals: deve-
loping talents in all children, providing a broad range of enrichment experiences for 
all students, and providing advanced level follow-up opportunities for young people 
based on their strengths and interests. The SEM focuses on enrichment for all stu-
dents through high levels of engagement and the use of enjoyable and challenging 
learning experiences that are constructed around students’ interests, learning styles, 
and preferred modes of expression.
Keywords: Enrichment; Gifted; Total School Improvement.
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Modelo de enriquecimento para toda a escola: 
um plano abrangente para o desenvolvimento de 
talentos e superdotação

Resumo
O Modelo de Enriquecimento para toda a Escola (SEM) é amplamente implementa-
do como um programa de enriquecimento utilizado com estudantes superdotados e 
talentosos academicamente e uma abordagem de enriquecimento geral para todas as 
escolas interessadas em desenvolver os pontos fortes e talentos de todos os educandos. 
O principal objetivo do SEM, é a aplicação da pedagogia educacional para alunos 
superdotados ao enriquecimento total da escola e a uma aprendizagem desfrutável. 
O SEM proporciona experiências de aprendizagem enriquecidas e padrões de apren-
dizagem mais elevados para todas as crianças por meio de três objetivos: desenvolver 
talentos em todas as crianças, oferecer uma ampla gama de experiências de enriqueci-
mento para todos os estudantes e proporcionar oportunidades de acompanhamento 
em nível avançado para os jovens com base em seus pontos fortes e interesses. O SEM 
focaliza o enriquecimento para todos os estudantes por meio de elevados níveis de 
engajamento e o uso de experiências de aprendizagem desfrutáveis e desafiadoras que 
são construídas em torno dos interesses, estilos de aprendizagem e modos de expres-
são preferidos dos estudantes. 

Palavras-chave: Enriquecimento; Superdotados; Melhoria de toda a Escola.

History and Underlying Theory
All learning exists on a continuum and learning theories that guide what ha-

ppens in most classrooms range from deductive, didactic, and prescriptive approa-
ches to learning at one end of the continuum to inductive, investigative, and inquiry 
oriented approaches at the other. This continuum exists for learners of all ages —
from toddlers to doctoral students — and it exists in all areas of curricular activity.  
The continuum also exists for learning that takes place in the world outside-the-clas-
sroom, the kind of experiences that young people pursue in extracurricular activities 
and that adults pursue as they go about acquiring new skills for their jobs, hobbies, 
or special interests. Both models of learning and teaching are valuable in the overall 
process of schooling, and a well-balanced school program must make use of both 
approaches as well as combined approaches between the two ends of the continuum.  

The majority of what happens in standards-driven curriculum and the standar-
dized test approach to accountability and assessment, however, favors the deductive 
end of the continuum and the use of highly prescriptive material to guide instruction. 
The result of overemphasis on this type of learning has been a good deal of boredom, 
disengagement, monotony, and a lack of genuine enjoyment for learning on the parts 
of many students. The “information factory” approach to schooling also has favored 
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lower level skills such as rote memory, repetition, and instructional practices that 
sustain endless text consumption, test prep, and repeated coverage of factual material.

The major purpose of the Schoolwide Enrichment Model (SEM) is to infuse 
into the regular curriculum an expanded continuum of services opportunities, re-
sources, and teacher support that blend more enrichment and investigative learning 
into the total school experience.

These services, which vary in depth and complexity according to individual 
student strengths, are targeted on our most gifted and talented students, and the 
model also expands enrichment opportunities for a broader range of students in the 
general school population. The model seeks to minimize elitism by labeling services 
rather than students, and by promoting a radiation of excellence throughout the 
entire school. Defining a specific range of service delivery options, and focusing on a 
pedagogy or “brand” of learning that is based on inductive and investigative theories 
makes it possible to accomplish these goals. The SEM is not designed to replace or 

“throw out” everything in the curriculum to which a school is already committed.  
Rather the purpose is to make learning more interesting, exciting, and enjoyable, 
to promote the development of higher level thinking skills, and to create a school 
atmosphere that values and practices what we call investigative learning.

Investigative learning is based on the ideas of a small number of philoso-
phers, theorists, and researchers (e.g., John Dewey, Albert Bandura, Howard Gardner, 
Maria Montessori, Philip Phenix, Robert Sternberg, E. Paul Torrance, Alfred North 
Whitehead1). The work of these theorists, coupled with our own research and pro-
gram development activities, has given rise to four principles that serve as a rationale 
for the SEM:

1. Each learner is unique, and, therefore, all learning experiences must be exa-
mined in ways that take into account the abilities, interests, learning styles and 
preferred modes of expression of the individual.

2. Learning is more effective when students enjoy what they are doing. Conse-
quently, learning experiences should be constructed and assessed with as much 
concern for enjoyment as for content acquisition goals.

3. Learning is more meaningful and enjoyable when content (i.e., knowledge) and 
process (i.e., thinking skills, methods of inquiry) are learned within the context of 
a real and present problem.  Therefore, attention should be given to opportunities 
to personalize student choice in problem selection, the relevance of the problem 
for individuals and groups who share a common interest in the problem, and stra-
tegies for assisting students in personalizing problems they might choose to study.

4. Some formal and prescriptive instruction may be used in investigative learning, 
but a major goal of this approach is to enhance knowledge, thinking skill acquisi-
tion, and creative productivity by examining all topics for opportunities to infuse 
investigative instructional practices. 
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The pedagogy of prescription and text consumption has unintentionally wi-
thheld from many students the exact kinds of 21st Century thinking skills that are 
necessary for successful participation in higher education and today’s growing global 
economy. Unlike prescriptive, Pavlovian pedagogy, the SEM capitalizes on student 
engagement, enjoyment and creative productivity. Accountability for the truly edu-
cated mind in today’s knowledge-driven economy should first and foremost attend to 
students’ ability to acquire and apply the following skills: 

– plan a task and consider alternatives

– monitor one’s understanding and the need for additional information

– identify patterns, relationships, and discrepancies in information

– generate reasonable arguments, explanations, hypotheses, and ideas using appro-
priate information sources, vocabulary, and concepts 

– draw comparisons and analogies to other problems

– formulate meaningful questions

– apply and transform factual information into usable knowledge

– rapidly and efficiently access just-in-time information and selectively extract me-
aning from that information

– extend one’s thinking beyond the information given

– detect bias, make comparisons, draw conclusions, and predict outcomes

– apportion time, schedules, and resources

– apply knowledge and problem solving strategies to real world problems

– work effectively with others 

– communicate effectively in different genres, languages, and formats

– derive enjoyment from active engagement in the act of learning

– creatively solve problems and produce new ideas

There was a time when the pursuit of these principles and skills were conside-
red to be idealistic but unattainable because of the diversity of learner characteristics 
and the amount of time that teachers can reasonably devote to even small amounts 
of instructional differentiation. The advent of technology (discussed below), however, 
has now placed opportunities for greater personalization of learning opportunities 
within easy reach. 

Theoretical Underpinnings of the SEM

The Dual Goal of Developing Academic Giftedness and Creative 
Productivity
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Present efforts to develop giftedness are based on previous studies dealing with 
human abilities (Sternberg, 1984, 1988, 1990; Sternberg & Davidson, 1986; Thorn-
dike, 1921) and general conclusions from  current research on giftedness (Sternberg 
& Davidson, 2005). These studies provide a critical background for this discussion 
of the SEM. First, giftedness is not a unitary concept. There are many manifestations 
of gifts and talents and therefore single definitions cannot adequately explain this 
multifaceted phenomenon. The confusion about present theories of giftedness has 
led many researchers to develop new models for explaining this complicated concept, 
but most agree that giftedness is developed over time and that culture, abilities, en-
vironment, gender, opportunities, and chance contribute to the development of gifts 
and talents (Sternberg & Davidson, 2005). 

The SEM focuses on the development of both academic and creative-pro-
ductive giftedness. Creative-productive giftedness describes those aspects of human 
activity and involvement where a premium is placed on the development of original 
material and products that are purposefully designed to have an impact on one or 
more target audiences. Learning situations designed to promote creative-productive 
giftedness emphasize the use and application of information (content) and thinking 
skills in an integrated, inductive, and real-problem-oriented manner. In the SEM, 
traditional academic gifts are developed using curriculum compacting, acceleration, 
differentiated instruction and various forms of academic enrichment. Our focus on 
creative productivity transforms the role of the student from that of a learner of 
lessons to one of a firsthand inquirer who can experience the joys and frustrations 
of creative productivity (Renzulli, 1977). It also transforms the role of the teacher 
from an administrator of text consumption to what we call the-guide-on-the-side. 
This approach is quite different from the development of giftedness that tends to 
emphasize deductive learning, content acquisition, and the storage, and retrieval of 
information. In other words, creative-productive giftedness enables children to work 
on issues and areas of study that have personal relevance and can be escalated to 
appropriately challenging levels of investigative activity. 

Why is creative-productive giftedness important enough to question the tradi-
tional approach that been used to select students for gifted programs on the basis of 
test scores? Why do some people want to rock the boat by challenging a conception 
of giftedness that can be numerically defined by simply giving a test? The answers to 
these questions are simple and yet compelling. A review of research literature (Neisser, 
1979; Reis & Renzulli, 1982; Renzulli, 1978, 1986, 2005) tells us that there is much 
more to identifying human potential than the abilities revealed on traditional tests 
of intelligence, aptitude, and achievement. Furthermore, history tells us it has been 
the creative and productive people of the world, the producers rather than consumers 
of knowledge who have been recognized in history as “truly gifted” individuals. Ac-
cordingly, the SEM integrates both opportunities for academic giftedness, as well as 
creative productive giftedness. 

Three Ring Conception of Giftedness
Longitudinal research supports this distinction between academic giftedness 

and creative/productive giftedness. Perleth, Sierwald, and Heller (1993) found di-
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fferences between students who demonstrated creative/productive as opposed to 
traditional academic giftedness. The SEM is based on Renzulli’s (1978) “three ring” 
conception of creative productive giftedness, which defines gifted behaviors rather 
than gifted individuals. This conception encompasses three interrelated components 
(see Figure 1) and is described as follows:

Gifted behavior consists of behaviors that reflect an interaction 
among three basic clusters of human traits — above average ability, 
high levels of task commitment, and high levels of creativity. Indi-
viduals capable of developing gifted behavior are those possessing 
or capable of developing this composite set of traits and applying 
them to any potentially valuable area of human performance. Per-
sons who manifest or are capable of developing an interaction 
among the three clusters require a wide variety of educational 
opportunities and services that are not ordinarily provided throu-
gh regular instructional programs. (Renzulli & Reis, 1997, p. 8).

Most of the confusion and controversy surrounding the definitions of gifted-
ness can be placed into perspective if we examine a few key questions. Is giftedness or 
creativity an absolute or a relative concept (Amabile, 1983)? That is, is a person either 
gifted or not gifted (the absolute view), or can varying degrees of gifted behaviors be 
developed in certain people, at certain times, and under certain circumstances (the 
relative view)? Is giftedness or creativity a static concept (i.e., you have or you don’t 
have it) or is it a dynamic concept (i.e., it varies within persons, cultures, and among 
learning/performance situations)?

These questions have led us to advocate a fundamental change in the ways 
we believe that the concept of giftedness should be viewed. For 30 years, we have 
advocated labeling the services students receive rather than labeling the students. We be-
lieve that a shift should occur from an emphasis on the traditional concept of “being 
gifted” (or not being gifted) to a concern about the development of gifted and creative 
behaviors in students who have high potential for benefiting from special educational 
opportunities, as well as the provision of some types of enrichment for all students. 
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This change in terminology may also provide the flexibility in both identification and 
programming endeavors that encourages the inclusion of at-risk and underachieving 
students in our programs. Our ultimate goal is the development of a total school 
enrichment program that benefits all students and concentrates on making schools 
places for talent development for all young people.

The Enrichment Triad Model
The Triad Model (Renzulli, 1977), the curricular basis of the SEM, was ori-

ginally designed as a gifted program model to encourage creative productivity on 
the parts of young people by exposing them to various topics, areas of interest, and 
fields of study; and to further train them to apply advanced content, process-training 
skills, and investigative methodology training to self-selected areas of interest using 
three types of enrichment. The original Triad Model (See Figure 2) was originally 
implemented in programs designed for academically talented and gifted students.  
An argument was made, however, that Types I and II Enrichment should be made 
available to larger groups of students; and the ways in which young people responded 
to these general enrichment experiences should determine the nature and extent of 
follow-up opportunities. This approach is commonly referred today as performance

-based identification. 

  

Figure 2. The enrichment triad model.

In the Triad Model, Type I Enrichment is designed to expose students to a 
wide variety of disciplines, topics, occupations, hobbies, persons, places, and events 
that are not ordinarily be covered in the regular curriculum. In schools using this 
approach, an enrichment team of parents, teachers, and students often organizes and 
plans Type I experiences by arranging human and media resources to provide these 
kinds of exposure.  Type I enrichment is mainly designed to stimulate new interests 
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leading to Type II or III follow-up on the parts of students who become motivated 
by Type I experiences. Type I enrichment can be provided for general groups, or for 
students who have already expressed an interest in the topic area. 

Type II enrichment includes materials and methods designed to promote the 
development of thinking and feeling processes. Some Type II enrichment is general, 
and usually provided to groups of students in their classrooms or in enrichment pro-
grams. This general Type II training includes the development of (a) creative thinking 
and problem solving, critical thinking, and affective processes; (b) a wide variety of 
specific learning how-to-learn skills; (c) skills in the appropriate use of advanced-level 
research and reference materials; and (d) written, oral, and visual communication 
skills. Other Type II enrichment is specific, as it cannot be planned in advance and 
usually involves advanced instruction in an interest area selected by the student. For 
example, students who become interested in botany after a Type I would pursue fur-
ther training in this area by reading advanced content in botany, learning about some 
of the methods that botanists actually use as they go about experimenting, gathering 
data, and carrying our their work (Type II Enrichment) and designing, planning, 
and carrying out their own plant experiments (Type III Enrichment).  More advan-
ced methodological training should be provided for those whose interests continue 
to grow and want to go further with more advanced experiments in plant research 
(Renzulli, 1982). 

Type III enrichment involves students who become interested in pursuing 
a self-selected area and are willing to commit the time and effort necessary for ad-
vanced content acquisition and process training in which they assume the role of a 
first-hand inquirer. The goals of Type III enrichment are:

– providing opportunities for applying interests, knowledge, creative ideas and task 
commitment to a self-selected problem or area of study;

– acquiring advanced level understanding of the knowledge (content) and me-
thodology (process) that are used within particular disciplines, artistic areas of 
expression and interdisciplinary studies;

– developing authentic products that are primarily directed toward bringing about 
a desired impact upon a specified audience;

– developing self-directed learning skills in the areas of planning, organization, 
resource utilization, time management, decision making and self-evaluation, and,

– the development of task commitment, self-confidence, and feelings of creative 
accomplishment.

Type III products can be completed by individuals or small groups of students 
and they are always based on students’ interests, even if the teacher helped create 
the interest through Type I or other kinds of interest provoking experiences. A book 
written by a fifth grade student named Gretchen from Haynes School in Sudbury, 
MA, provides one example of a Type III study. Gretchen had two passionate interests 
as a fifth grader: the literature of Louisa May Alcott and cooking. Gretchen had 
read all of Louisa May Alcott’s books and identified in each book, any specific food 
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mentioned. She researched the recipes of the time that would have been used to 
make the food (such as buckwheat cakes), field-tested each recipe (including making 
substitutions for ingredients no longer available), and created an original cookbook. 
Gretchen spent a year and a half working on a cookbook that combined vignettes of 
scenes from Little Women and Little Men with many authentic 19th century recipes 
for making the foods described in the novels. The Louisa May Alcott Cookbook was 
accepted and became the first book contracted by Little Brown with a child author. 
In Gretchen’s Type III, both the process she used and the final product involved high 
levels of creative engagement and clear evidence of creative work.

While the enrichment triad Model helped students identified as gifted flou-
rish, we became increasingly interested in identification procedures that would in-
clude more academically talented and creative students who could excel and would 
benefit from participating in Enrichment Triad based programs. 

The Schoolwide Enrichment Model (SEM)
The Enrichment Triad Model serves as the theoretical and curricular basis for 

the SEM that is currently implemented in a variety of settings, including gifted pro-
grams, enrichment programs, magnet and charter schools and theme schools. In the 
SEM, a talent pool of approximately 10-15% below the top 5% are also candidates 
for supplementary enrichment opportunities. These well above average students are 
identified through a variety of multiple criteria including: achievement tests, teacher 
nominations, assessment of potential for creativity and task commitment, outstan-
ding performance in a particular area of interest as well as alternative pathways such 
as self-nomination, parent nomination, etc.). High achievement tests and/or IQ test 
scores automatically include a student in the talent pool, enabling those students 
who are underachieving in their academic schoolwork to be included.

Once students are identified for the talent pool, they are eligible for several 
kinds of services. First, interest and learning styles assessments are used with talent 
pool students, in the development of a Total Talent Portfolio for each student. In-
formal and formal methods are used to identify and assess students’ interests and 
to encourage students to further develop and pursue these interests in various ways. 
Learning style preferences include: projects, independent study, teaching games, si-
mulations, peer teaching, computer-assisted instruction, lecture, drill and recitation, 
and discussion. Second, curriculum compacting and other forms of differentiation 
and curricular modification are provided to all eligible students when the regular 
curriculum is adjusted. This elimination or streamlining of curriculum enables above 
average students to avoid repetition of previously mastered work and guarantees mas-
tery while simultaneously finding time for more appropriately challenging activities 
(Reis, Burns, & Renzulli, 1992; Renzulli, Smith, & Reis, 1982). A form, entitled 
the Compactor, (Renzulli & Smith, 1978) is used to document which content areas 
have been compacted and what alternative work has been substituted. Third, a series 
of enrichment opportunities organized around the Enrichment Triad Model offers 
three types of enrichment experiences including enrichment clusters. Types and II 
are offered to all students; and highly positive responses to these general enrichment 
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experiences are uses as “performance based assessment” that may result in having 
students revolve into Type III Enrichment opportunities.

The SEM (1997) has three major goals that are designed to challenge and 
meet the needs of high potential, high ability and gifted students, and at the same 
time, provide challenging learning experiences for all students. These goals are: (a) 
to maintain and expand a continuum of special services that will challenge students 
with demonstrated superior performance or the potential for superior performance 
in any and all aspects of the school and extracurricular program; (b) to infuse into the 
general education program a broad range of activities for high-end learning that will 
challenge all students to perform at advanced levels, and allow teachers to determine 
which students should be given extended opportunities, resources, and encourage-
ment in particular areas where superior interest and performance are demonstrated; 
(c) to preserve and protect the positions of gifted education specialists and any other 
specialized personnel necessary for carrying out these goals.

The SEM, outlined in Figure 3, has three service delivery components that 
provide services to students, including the Total Talent Portfolio, Curriculum Mo-
dification and Differentiation, and Enrichment Teaching and Learning. These three 
services are delivered to the regular curriculum, a continuum of special services, and 
a series of enrichment clusters. 

Figure 3 – The Schoolwide Enrichment Model
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The Total Talent Portfolio
In the SEM, teachers help students better understand four dimensions that 

allow for differentiation of their learning opportunities. These dimensions are: Aca-
demic strength areas, interests, learning, and preferred modes of expression. This 
information, focusing on their strengths rather than deficits, is compiled in a ma-
nagement form called the “Total Talent Portfolio” that can be subsequently used to 
make decisions about talent development opportunities in general education classes, 
enrichment clusters, and/or in the continuum of special services. The major purposes 
of the Total Talent Portfolio are: (a) to collect information about students’ streng-
ths on a regular basis; (b) to classify this information into the general categories of 
abilities, interests, and learning and expression styles; (c) to periodically review and 
analyze the information in order to make decisions about providing opportunities 
for enrichment experiences in the general education classroom, the enrichment clus-
ters, and the continuum of special services; and (d) to use this information to make 
decisions about acceleration and enrichment in school and in later educational, per-
sonal and career decisions. This expanded approach to identifying talent potentials is 
essential if we are to make genuine efforts to include a broader, more diverse group 
of students in enrichment programs. This approach is also consistent with the more 
flexible conception of developing gifts and talents that has been a cornerstone of the 
SEM, addressing concerns for promoting more equity in special programs.  

Curriculum Modification & Differentiantion Techniques
The second service delivery component of the SEM is a series of curriculum 

modification techniques that can: (a) adjust levels of required learning so that all 
students are challenged, (b) increase the number of in-depth learning experiences, 
and (c) introduce various types of enrichment into regular curricular experiences. 
The procedures that are used to carry out curriculum modification include curri-
culum differentiation strategies, such as curriculum compacting, and increased use 
of greater depth into regular curricular material (Renzulli, 1994; Reis et al., 1993). 
Curriculum Compacting is an instructional differentiation technique designed to 
make appropriate curricular adjustments for students in any curricular area and at 
any grade level, through (a) defining the goals and outcomes of a particular unit or 
segment of instruction, (b) determining and documenting which students already 
have mastered most or all of a specified set of learning outcomes, and (c) providing 
replacement strategies for material already mastered through the use of instructional 
options that enable a more challenging and productive use of the student’s time. An 
example of how compacting is used is best represented in the form, “The Compactor” 
that serves as both an organizational and record keeping tool (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: The Compactor

Teachers should fill out one compactor form per student. The form can also 
be used for small groups of students who are working at approximately the same level 
(e.g., a reading or math group). The Compactor is divided into three sections:

– The first column should include information on learning objectives and stu-
dent strengths in those areas. Teachers should list the objectives for a particular unit 
of study, followed by data on students’ proficiency in those objectives, including test 
scores, behavioral profiles and past academic records.

– In the second column, teachers should detail the assessment tools or pro-
cedures they select, along with test results. The pretest instruments can be formal 
measures, such as pencil and paper tests, or informal measures, such as performance 
assessments based on observations of class participation and written assignments.

– Column three is used to record information about acceleration or enrich-
ment options; in determining these options, teachers must be aware of students’ in-
dividual interests and learning styles. We should never simply replace compacted 
regular curriculum work with more drill and practice.  If for example, a student loves 
working on science fair projects, that option may be used to replace material that has 
been compacted from the regular curriculum. We should also be careful to help mo-
nitor the challenge level of the material that is being substituted. We want students 
to understand the nature of effort and challenge, and we must ensure that we are not 
simply replacing the compacted material with basic reading or work that is too easy. 
We should also consider the compatibility of student interests and learning styles 
when we replace the work that has been compacted. 
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The ultimate goal of learning guided by these principles is to replace depen-
dent and passive learning with independence and engaged learning. Although all but 
the most conservative educators will agree with these principles, much controversy 
exists about how these (or similar) principles might be applied in everyday school 
situations. A danger also exists that these principles might be viewed as yet another 
idealized list of glittering generalities that cannot be manifested easily in schools that 
are entrenched in the deductive model of learning. Developing a school program ba-
sed on these principles is not an easy task. Over the years, however, we have achieved 
success by gaining faculty, administrative, and parental consensus on a small number 
of easy-to-understand concepts and related services, and by providing resources and 
training related to each concept and service delivery procedure. Numerous research 
studies and field tests (Renzulli & Reis, 1994; Gubbins, 1995) in schools with widely 
varying demographics have been carried out and are summarized at our web site 
(http://www.gifted.uconn.edu/sem/). These studies and field tests provided opportu-
nities for the development of large amounts of practical know-how that are readily 
available for schools that would like to implement the SEM. They also have shown 
that the SEM can be implemented in a wide variety of settings with various popu-
lations of students including high ability students with learning disabilities, high 
ability students who underachieve, and schools that serve low-income students. 

School Structures of SEM
The regular curriculum. The regular curriculum consists of everything that is a 

part of the predetermined goals, schedules, learning outcomes, and delivery systems 
of the school. The regular curriculum might be traditional, innovative, or in the pro-
cess of transition, but its predominant feature is that authoritative forces (i.e., policy 
makers, school councils, textbook adoption committees, state regulators) have deter-
mined that the regular curriculum should be the “centerpiece” of student learning. 
Application of the SEM influences the regular curriculum in the differentiation of 
the challenge level of required material using curriculum compacting and the enri-
chment recommended in the Enrichment Triad Model (Renzulli, 1977) integrated 
in regular curriculum activities. Although our goal in the SEM is to influence rather 
than replace the regular curriculum, the application of certain SEM components and 
related staff development activities has resulted in substantial changes in both the 
content and instructional processes of the entire regular curriculum.

The enrichment clusters. The enrichment clusters, a second component of the 
SEM, are non-graded groups of students who share common interests, and who 
come together during specially designated time blocks during school to work with 
an adult who shares their interests and who has some degree of advanced knowledge 
and expertise in the area. The enrichment clusters usually meet for a block of time 
weekly during a semester. All students complete an interest inventory developed to 
assess their interests, and an enrichment team of parents and teachers tally all of the 
major families of interests. Adults from the faculty, staff, parents, and community are 
recruited to facilitate enrichment clusters based on these interests, such as creative 
writing, drawing, sculpting, archeology and other areas. Training is provided to the 



552

Joseph Renzulli

Revista Educação Especial | v. 27 | n. 50 | p. 539-562 | set./dez. 2014

Santa Maria

Disponível em: <http://www.ufsm.br/revistaeducacaoespecial>

facilitators who agree to offer the clusters, and a brochure is developed and sent to all 
parents and students that discusses student interests and select choices of enrichment 
clusters. Students select their top three choices for the clusters and scheduling is 
completed to place all children into their first, or in some cases, second choice. Like 
extracurricular activities and programs such as 4-H and Junior Achievement, the 
main rationale for participation in one or more clusters is that students and teachers 
want to be there. All teachers (including music, art, physical education, etc.) are invol-
ved in teaching the clusters; and their involvement in any particular cluster is based 
on the same type of interest assessment that is used for students in selecting clusters 
of choice.

The model for learning used with enrichment clusters is based on an inductive 
approach to solving real-world problems through the development of authentic pro-
ducts and services using the Enrichment Triad Model to create a learning situation 
with the use of specific methods, the development of higher order thinking skills, 
authentically applied to creative and productive situations. Enrichment clusters pro-
mote real-world problem solving, focusing on the belief that “every child is special 
if we create conditions in which that child can be a specialist within a specialty group” 
(Renzulli, 1994, p. 70).

Enrichment clusters are organized around various characteristics of differen-
tiated programming for gifted students on which the Enrichment Triad Model (Ren-
zulli, 1977) was originally based, including the use of major disciplines, interdisci-
plinary themes, or cross-disciplinary topics (e.g., a theatrical/television production 
group that includes actors, writers, technical specialists, costume designers). The clus-
ters are modeled after the ways in which knowledge utilization, thinking skills, and 
interpersonal relations take place in the real world. Thus, all work is directed toward 
the production of a product or service. Cluster facilitators do not prepare a detailed 
set of lesson plans or unit plans in advance; rather, direction is provided by three key 
questions addressed in the cluster by the facilitator and the students:

1. What do people with an interest in this area (e.g., film making) do?

2. What knowledge, materials, and other resources do they need to do it in an 
excellent and authentic way?

3. In what ways can the product or service be used to have an impact on an in-
tended audience?

Enrichment clusters incorporate the use of advanced content and investigative 
methodology, providing students with information about particular fields of know-
ledge (Renzulli 1988a).  A focus is on using knowledge of the structures and tools of 
fields, as well as knowledge about the methods used to carry out investigations in par-
ticular fields. Enrichment clusters are not intended to be the total program for talent 
development in a school, or to replace existing programs for talented youth. Rather, 
they are one component of the SEM that can stimulate interests and develop talent in 
the entire school population. They can also serve as staff development opportunities 
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as they provide teachers with an opportunity to participate in enrichment teaching, 
and subsequently to analyze and compare this type of teaching with traditional me-
thods of instruction. In this regard the model promotes a spill-over effect by encou-
raging teachers to become better talent scouts and talent developers, and to apply 
enrichment techniques to general education classroom situations.   

The continuum of special services. A broad range of special services is the third 
school structure targeted by the model, as represented in Figure 5. Although the enri-
chment clusters and the SEM-based modifications of the regular curriculum provide 
a broad range of services to meet individual needs, a program for total talent deve-
lopment still requires supplementary services that challenge our most academically 
talented young people who are capable of working at the highest levels. These servi-
ces, which cannot ordinarily be provided in enrichment clusters or the regular cur-
riculum, typically include: individual or small group counseling, acceleration, direct 
assistance in facilitating advanced level work, arranging for mentorships with faculty 
members or community persons, and making other types of connections between 
students, their families, and out-of-school persons, resources, and agencies. 

Direct assistance also involves setting up and promoting student, faculty and 
parental involvement in special programs such as Future Problem Solving, Odyssey 
of the Mind, the Model United Nations program, and state and national essay com-
petitions, mathematics, art, and history contests. Another type of direct assistance 
consists of arranging out-of-school involvement for individual students in summer 
programs, on-campus courses, special schools, theatrical groups, scientific expedi-
tions, and apprenticeships at places where advanced level learning opportunities are 
available. Provision of these services is one of the responsibilities of the Schoolwide 
Enrichment teaching specialist or an enrichment team of teachers and parents who 
work together to provide options for advanced learning. Most Schoolwide Enrich-
ment teaching specialists spend 2 days a week in a resource capacity to the faculty and 
3 days providing direct services to students.

New Directions in the SEM: Using Renzulli Learning™ to 
Provide Enriched, Differentiated Learning for All Students

The Renzulli Learning System (RLS) is the newest component of the SEM. 
It is an interactive online program that aids in the implementation of SEM by ma-
tching student interests, expression styles and learning styles with a vast array of 
carefully selected and multiply tagged enrichment activities and resources, designed 
to enrich gifted and high potential students’ learning process. Using Renzulli Lear-
ning™, students explore, discover, learn and create using the SEM married to the 
most current technology resources independently and in a safe environment. Ren-
zulli Learning consists of a series of services that represent the various components 
of SEM.  In an experimental control group research study (Field, 2009) examined 
achievement levels in students in grades 3   5 (n = 185) and grades 6   8 (n = 198) 
who were randomly assigned to use Renzulli Learning for 2-3 hours each week for a 
16-week period. Students in the treatment groups were compared to students who 
did not have the opportunity to use Renzulli Learning in control classes in the same 
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schools. A two-way repeated-measures ANOVA was used to explore differences be-
tween treatment and control students. After 16 weeks, students who participated in 
Renzulli Learning demonstrated significantly higher growth in reading comprehen-
sion (p < .001), oral reading fluency (p = .016), and social studies achievement (p = 
.013) than those students who did not participate in Renzulli Learning.

The Renzulli Profiler is an interactive assessment tool that identifies students’ 
academic strengths, interests, and preferred learning and expression styles. The com-
puter-generated profile consists of carefully selected, user-friendly, research-based 
questions related to the areas mentioned above. The system assesses 13 major ca-
tegories of student interests, 9 learning style preferences, and 10 specific expression 
style preferences. The assessment takes approximately 30-50 minutes (depending on 
reading and keyboarding skills), and produces an accurate, printable assessment of 
each student’s interests, abilities, and how that individual best learns. The Profiler 
reflects the world of learning from the students’ perspective, not necessarily that of 
their parents or teachers. This makes it possible to provide enrichment based on the 
Enrichment Triad Model with optimum effectiveness and efficiency. By representing 
the student’s view, the Profiler becomes a major productivity tool for teachers-placing 
them literally months ahead in their efforts to understand each child’s strengths, and 
to be able to respond to and incorporate those strengths into effective differentiation 
strategies. 

The Renzulli Enrichment Database includes thousands of carefully screened, 
grade-level appropriate, child-safe enrichment opportunities that are regularly mo-
nitored, updated, enhanced and expanded at a rate of over 500 per month. The 
RLS Enrichment Database provides teachers with a vast storehouse of differentiated 
enrichment materials and resources for students with varying ability levels, interests, 
learning styles, and preferred styles of expression. To truly individualize and diffe-
rentiate for students of various needs, teachers using the RLS have easy access to an 
unlimited supply of enrichment activities and resources that make such differentia-
tion possible. The databases are organized into 14 separate categories, representing 
a wide range of educational activities. These include: Virtual Field Trips, Real Field 
Trips, Creativity Training Activities, Training in Critical Thinking, Independent Stu-
dy Options, Contests and Competitions, Websites Based on Personalized Interests, 
High Interest Fiction Books, High Interest Non-Fiction Books, How-To Books for 
Conducting Research and Creative Projects, Summer Program Options in Special 
Talent Areas, On-Line Activities and Research Skills, Research Skills, Videos, and 
DVDs. All enrichment database entries are carefully researched by Renzulli Learning™ 
education specialists, screened for grade-level applicability, and coded as one of the 
14 enrichment categories. Each activity is also tagged by state curriculum standards.  
Elements of each category are then matched to students’ top three choices of inte-
rests, learning and product styles, providing each student with a unique personalized 
selection of enrichment opportunities. The search automatically links each student’s 
Profile with the Enrichment Database to generate a customized list of activities desig-
ned to appeal to that student’s grade level, interests, and abilities, as well as his or her 
learning and expression styles. 
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Curriculum Connections, Super Starter Projects, The Assignment Maker, and 
Unit Supplements are additional features of the RLS that enables teachers to enter a set 
of one or more self-selected keywords by grade level, standard, topic, and subtopic to 
locate specific database entries that can be used in connection with almost any given 
unit of study.. A global search capability enables students and teachers to access the 
entire Enrichment Database, across all interests, expression styles, learning styles, or 
even grade levels. This permits students with above-grade capabilities to locate and 
pursue new activities and topics   of interest, all within the safety of a prescreened 
information environment. It also helps teachers identify possible projects and other 
curriculum enhancements within the same space their students explore. The RLS 
combined search facilities offer children an extensive, expanding menu of learning 
opportunities, and offers teachers a new and valuable time saving resource for their 
classroom preparation.

The Total Talent Portfolio provides a complete record of the student’s on-line 
learning activities and academic progress and an on-line portfolio to save students’ 
best work. The Talent Portfolio enables students to create and post writings, Internet 
links, images, and other work on projects or areas of interest. 

The Wizard Project Maker is an on-line project-management tool that helps 
students to create their own high interest projects and store them in their own Talent 
Portfolio. Over 200 Super Starter Projects in the Project Maker enable students to be-
gin the process of doing investigative work on a small-scale, short term basis that may 
later enable them to initiate and complete their own projects more independently. 

Renzulli Learning also offer a series of management tools for teachers, ad-
ministrators and parents, designed to help follow individual students’ learning 
progression, analyze group usage patterns, and formulate lesson plans and various 
approaches to classroom organization. The RLS features a collection of administra-
tive reports designed to help make the process of enriching each student’s learning 
process more efficient. These tools enable teachers, parents, and other mentors to le-
arn more about their students and to make grouping and enrichment easier. Reports 
include printable listings of individual and group interests, and individual and group 
summaries of student expression styles and learning styles. Also available are teacher 
learning maps for enrichment differentiation activities; down-loadable enrichment 
projects; down-loadable creativity training activities; background articles by leading 
educational practitioners; lesson plans for using the RLS effectively; and outstanding 
websites for teachers.

These components provide both students and teachers with unique educatio-
nal experiences, directly suited to each individual’s learning profile, while simulta-
neously giving parents insights about their child’s enrichment needs. Renzulli Lear-
ning™ also helps all teachers better understand and know their students and thus meet 
their diverse needs. Perhaps the most significant aspect of the RLS is its emphasis on 
a student’s strengths, celebrating and building upon students’ academic abilities, and 
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interests, in the tradition of SEM. This web-based on-line program matches students’ 
interests, learning styles, expression styles, abilities and grade level to thousands of 
opportunities designed to provide enriched, challenging learning. It gives teachers 
a virtual equivalent of multiple “teaching assistants” in their classrooms—each and 
every day. Teachers can also access exciting web sites to help their own teaching and 
download creative activities to use in their classroom. They can monitor students’ 
progress by accessing their profiles and viewing all of the activities and assessments 
that they have completed. Teachers using this system can even submit their own ide-
as for activities and interact with other teachers, enrichment specialists, curriculum 
coordinators, and administrators from around the country. Finally, parents can view 
their child’s progress, his or her profile, and their choice of enrichment activities and 
projects. 

Non-negotiables in Implementing the SEM
The many changes taking place in general education have resulted in some 

unusual reactions to the SEM that might best be described as the good news/bad 
news phenomenon. The good news is that many schools are expanding their con-
ception of giftedness and they are more willing than ever to extend a broader conti-
nuum of services to larger proportions of the school population. The bad news is that 
the motivation for these changes is often based on mistaken beliefs (a) that we can 
adequately serve high potential students without some forms of grouping, (b) that 
we don’t need special program teachers, or (c) that special program teachers are best 
utilized by going from classroom to classroom with a “shopping cart” of thinking 
skill lessons and activities.

Non-negotiable #1
The first non-negotiable is that anyone who tries to implement an SEM pro-

gram has read our book entitled The Schoolwide Enrichment Model: A Comprehensive 
Plan for Educational Excellence (Renzulli & Reis, 1997). A thorough knowledge of 
the goals and components is essential. 

Non-negotiable #2
Although we have advocated a larger talent pool than traditionally has been 

the practice in gifted education, and a talent pool that includes students who gain 
entrance on both test and non-test criteria (Renzulli, 1988b), we firmly maintain 
that the concentration of services necessary for the development of high level poten-
tials cannot take place without identifying and documenting individual student abilities. 
Targeting and documenting does not mean that we will simply play the same old 
game of classifying students as “gifted” or “not gifted,” and let it go at that. Rather, 
targeting and documenting are part of an ongoing process that produces a com-
prehensive and always evolving “Total Talent Portfolio” about student abilities, inte-
rests, and learning styles (Dunn, Dunn, & Price, 1977). The most important thing 
to keep in mind about this approach is that all information should be used to make 
individual programming decisions about present and future activities, and about ways in 
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which we can enhance and build upon documented strengths. Documented information 
will enable us (a) to recommend enrollment in advanced courses or special programs 
(e.g., summer programs, college courses), and (b) it will provide direction in taking 
extraordinary steps to develop specific interests and resulting projects within topics 
or subject matter areas of advanced learning potential. 

Non-negotiable #3
Enrichment specialists (aka gifted education teachers) must devote a majority 

of their time to working directly with talent pool students, and this time mainly 
should be devoted to facilitating individual and small group investigations (i.e., Type 
IIIs). Some of their time with talent pool students can be devoted to stimulating in-
terest in potential Type IIIs through advanced Type I experiences and advanced Type 
II training that focuses on learning research skills necessary to carry out investigations 
in various disciplines. To do this, we must encourage more classroom teachers to 
become involved in talent development through both enrichment opportunities and 
in curriculum modification and differentiation within their classrooms. We must also 
encourage more classroom teachers to participate in enrichment teams who work 
together to provide talent development opportunities for all students in the school, 
enabling the enrichment specialists to work with more advanced students. 

Non-negotiable #4
SEM programs must have specialized, trained personnel who work directly with 

talent pool students, to teach advanced courses and to coordinate enrichment services 
in cooperation with a school wide enrichment team. The old cliché, “Something 
that is the responsibility of everyone ends up being the responsibility of no one,” has 
never been more applicable than when it comes to Enrichment or Gifted Education 
Specialists. The demands made upon general education classroom teachers, especially 
during these times of mainstreaming and heterogeneous grouping, leave precious litt-
le time to challenge our most able learners and to accommodate interests that clearly 
are above and beyond the regular curriculum. In a study completed by The National 
Research Center on the Gifted and Talented (Westberg, 1991), it was found that 
in 84% of general education classroom activities, no differentiation was provided for 
identified high ability students. Accordingly, time spent in enrichment programs with 
specialized teachers is even more important for high potential students. 

Related to this non-negotiable are the issues of teacher selection and training, 
and the scheduling of special program teachers. Providing unusually high levels of 
challenge requires advanced training in the discipline(s) that one is teaching, in the 
application of process skills, and in the management and facilitation of individual 
and small group investigations. It is these characteristics of enrichment specialists ra-
ther than the mere grouping of students that have resulted in achievement gains and 
high levels of creative productivity on the parts of special program students. 

 Every profession is defined in part by its identifiable specializations, according 
to the task(s) to be accomplished. But specialization means more than the acquisition 
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of particular skills. It also means affiliation with others who share common goals; the 
promotion of one’s field; participation in professional activities, organizations, and 
research; and contributions to the advancement of the field. It also means the kinds 
of continued study and growth that make a difference between a job and a career. 
Now, more than ever, it is essential to fight for the special program positions that 
are falling prey to budget cuts. All professionals in the field should work for the esta-
blishment of standards and specialized certification for enrichment specialists. They 
should also help parents organize a task force that will be ready at a moment’s notice 
to call in the support of every parent (past as well as present) whose child has been 
served in a special program.

Conclusion
There may never have been a time when so much debate about what should be 

taught has existed in American schools. The current emphasis on testing as connected 
to federal legislation, the standardization of curriculum, and the drive to increase 
achievement scores has produced major changes in education during the last two 
decades. Yet at the same time, our society continues to need to develop creativity in 
our students. As overpopulation, disease, war, pollution, and starvation increase both 
here and throughout the rest of the world, the need for creative solutions to these 
and other problems is clear. Enrichment programs have been the true laboratories of 
our nation’s schools because they have presented ideal opportunities for testing new 
ideas and experimenting with potential solutions to long-standing educational pro-
blems. Programs for high potential students have been an especially fertile place for 
experimentation because such programs are usually not encumbered by prescribed 
curriculum guides or traditional methods of instruction. The SEM creates a repertoi-
re of services that can be integrated in such a way to create “a rising tide lifts all ships” 
approach. The model includes a continuum of services, enrichment opportunities 
and three distinct services: curriculum modification and differentiation, enrichment 
opportunities of various types, and opportunities for the development of individual 
portfolios including interests, learning styles, product styles and other information 
about student strengths. Not only has this model been successful in addressing the 
problem of high potential students who have been under-challenged, it also provides 
additional important learning paths for creative students who achieve academic suc-
cess in more traditional learning environments but long for innovative opportunities 
in school that are more than merely high speed text consumption.

The absence of opportunities to develop creativity in all young people, and 
especially in talented students, is arguably the biggest challenge in gifted education. 
In the SEM, students are encouraged to become responsible partners in their own 
education and to develop a passion and joy for learning. As students pursue creati-
ve enrichment opportunities, they learn to acquire communication skills and enjoy 
creative challenges. The SEM provides the opportunity for students to develop their 
gifts and talents and to begin the process of life-long learning, culminating in what 
we hope, will result in higher levels of creative and innovative work in their areas of 
interest and passion as adults. 
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