Acceleration and Enrichment: The Context and
Development of Program Options

W. THOMAS SOUTHERN

Bowling Green State University, Bowling Green, Ohio, U.S.A.

ERIC D. JONES

Bowling Green State University, Bowling Green, Ohio, U.S.A.

JULIAN C. STANLEY

Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, Maryland, U.S.A.

Introduction

Acceleration and enrichment may be regarded as
legs that support the same chair. Casual consideration
of the definitions of the two approaches will reveal
apparent similarities. Whatever the appearances, the
rationales for acceleration and enrichment are based
on differecnt assumptions about four basic issues: the
nature of intellectual giftedness, affective characteristics
of giftedness, the goals of regular and gifted education,
and the adequacy of regular education curricula.
Cultural and societal factors and historical events
have alsc influenced the assumptions of educators and
the public about all factors associated with acceleration
and enrichment. Differences in basic assumptions and
shifts in values and goals have had a profound influence
on initiati ves to provide programs to gifted students.
This chapter is divided into four principal sections.
First, it begins with a discussion of definitions of
acceleration and enrichment. Implications of the defi-
nitions fcr program development and implementation
will acconpany those discussions. The second section of
the chapter describes the historical context of the debate
over the relative merits of acceleration and enrichment.
In the third section, factors that fuel the debate are
delineated. The final section of the chapter describe
attributes of national educational systems that affect the
development of acceleration and enrichment options and
presents descriptions of the options that are employed.

Acceleration: Definition and Programming Issues

Pressey (1949, p. 2) defined acceleration as “progress
through an educational program at rates faster or at

ages younger than conventional”. Several assumptions
can be identified in his definition. First, it presupposes an
educational program in which content, tasks, and skills
are defined for each level of instruction. Second, the
definition assumes that there is a pace of instruction that
may at least be inferred to be suitable for most students.
Third, it assumes that some children are capable of
mastering the standard curriculum faster, and, thus, are
capable of more rapid progress. Pressey’s definition sets
two criteria for accelerated advancement: higher than
average achievement and the ability to master the
material at more rapid rates compared to age level
classmates.

Although the term acceleration is frequently asso-
ciated with grade skipping, a number of variations
fit Pressey’s criteria. In the early 1920s, acceleration
was mainly a form of advancement in grade status
(Stedman, 1924). Passow, Goldberg, Tannenbaum, and
French (1955) noted eight different options: grade
skipping, double promotion, early admission to first
grade, extra course work, single subject acceleration,
concurrent enrollment, and extracurricular course work.
Kitano and Kirby (1986) listed no less than thirteen
methods, while Benbow (1979) compiled fourteen.
Table 1 provides a compilation of options identified
as accelerative in various textbooks and articles about
the education of gifted children.

These programmatic options vary along two dimen-
sions. The first involves the degree to which the student
is treated differently from his or her age peers. Some of
the options do not require extensive amounts of time
away from age mates. For example, extracurricular
options and credit by examination do not necessarily
entail separation from the normal age/grade placement
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TABLE 1

Range and Types of Acceleration
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Early entrance to kindergarten

or first grade

Grade skipping

Continuous progress
Self-paced instruction

Subject-matte; acceleration
Combined classes
Curriculum compacting
Telescoping curriculum

Mentorships

Extracurricular programs

Concurrent enrollment

Early graduation

Advanced placement
Credit by examination
Correspondence courses

Acceleration in College

Early entrance into junior high,

high school, or college

The student is admitted to school prior to the age specified by the district for
normal entry to first grade.

The student is moved ahead of normal grade placement. This may be done
during an academic year (e.g, placing a third grader directly into fourth
grade, skipping the last 2 years of high school to enter college), or at year
end (e.g., promoting a third grader to fifth grade).

The student is given material deemed appropriate for current achievement as
the student becomes ready.

The student is presented with materials that allow him or her to proceed at a
self-selected pace. Responsibility for selection of pacing is the student’s.

The student is placed for a part of a day with students at more advanced
grade levels for one or more subjects without being assigned to a higher
grade (e.g., a fifth grader going to sixth grade for science instruction).

The student is placed in classes where two or more grade levels are combined
(e.g., third and fourth grade split rooms). The arrangement can be used to
allow younger children to interact with older ones academically and socially.

The student is given reduced amounts of introductory activities, drill,
review, and so on. The time saved may be used to move faster through the
curriculum.

The student spends less time than normal in a course of study (e.g..
completing a 1-year course in 1 semester, or finishing junior high school in 2
years rather than 3).

The student is exposed to a mentor who provides advanced training,
experiences, and pacing in a content area.

The student is enrolled in course work or summer programs that confer
advanced instruction and/or credit for study (e.g., fast-paced language or
math courses offered by universities).

The student is taking a course at one level and receiving credit for successful
completion of a parallel course at a higher level (e.g, taking algebra at the
junior high level and receiving credit for high school algebra as well as junior
high math credits upon successful completion or taking a college physics
course in lieu of high school physics).

Graduate from high school or college in 3-1/2 years or less.

The student takes a course in high school that prepares him or her for taking
an examination that can confer college credit for satisfactory performances.

The student receives credit (at high school or college level) upon successful
completion of an examination.

The student takes high school or college courses by mail (or, in more recent
incarnations, through video and audio course presentation).

The student is admitted with full standing to an advanced level of instruction
at least 1 year early.

The student completes two or more majors in a total of four years and/or
earns a Master’s degree along with the Bachelor’s.

Material compiled from: Southern, W.T., & Jones, E.D. (1991). Academic acceleration: Background and issues. In
W.T. Southem, & E.D. Jones (Eds.), The academic acceleration of gifted children (pp. 1-29) New York: Teachers College
Press and Benbow, C.P. (1979). The components of SMPY's smorgasbord of accelerative options. Intellectually Talented Youth
Bulletin. 5, 21-23.
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at all. On the other hand, early entrance or grade
skipping place students outside of the normal age/grade
placement completely. In between are options such as
subject matter acceleration, combined classes, and tele-
scoping curriculum. Subject matter acceleration would
require only part-time placement outside of the regular
class. Combined classes and telescoped curricula allow
the student to remain with at least a few other age peers
in an accelerated setting. The discrepancies between
(a) the :tudent’s age and the accelerated placement,
(b) the amount of increase in the pacing, and (c)
the student’s maturity all contribute to the salience
of the intervention. Students who skip more than two
grades, cr enter higher levels of schooling more than
two or three years early, or experience extremely rapid
pacing o instruction (e.g., completing algebra in three
intensive weeks), are said to be radically accelerated
(Stanley, 1977, 1989; Brody & Stanley, 1991). Radical
acceleration can be quite conspicuous, but may be less
noticeable for students who are socially mature as well
as academically precocious.

The second dimension along which these interventions
vary is the extent to which they represent administrative
recogniticn of prior achievement. Implicit in Pressey’s
(1949) definition are the dual criteria of the student’s
prior achievement and the pace at which the student
acquires rew knowledge and skills. Some of the options
representcd in Table 1 seem designed to recognize the
extent to which a student has already mastered the
curriculum. Early admission to any school level, grade
skipping, or subject matter acceleration are applied
when a student has clearly exceeded the expectations
and demands for achievement at the current grade place-
ment. On the other hand, options such as self-paced
instruction, telescoped curriculum, and compacting are
ostensibly more concerned with varying the pace of
instruction to accommodate the faster acquisition rate
of a gifted student. In effect, this dimension represents
two purpcses for acceleration. First, it involves giving
a student credit for what has already been learned.
Second, it involves adapting the instruction to provide a
better fit with the student’s rapid rate of achievement.

Although the issues of salience and purpose for
acceleraticn are rarely discussed in the popular press
or in the professional literature, it is clear that forms of
acceleraticn vary on those dimensions. Considerations
of both sulience and purpose suggest very different
potential outcomes for students and educators. Cer-
tainly, a few summer courses at a university where little
Or no communication or articulation with regular school
offerings c.ccurs are apt to be less fraught with potential
peril than «kipping whole years of school. On the other
hand, reccgnition of a student’s prior achievement may
be less difficult than seeking out a cohort of students to
place in a rapid-paced math class or a telescoped middle
school. Yel, very few studies define these variables when
looking at the effects of acceleration. A student who
enters school a few months early may have entirely
different s:ts of experiences than one who enters two

years early. Some researchers have, however, noted
that skepticism toward accelerative options is frequently
based on assumptions about the desirability of grade
skipping alone or equation of grade skipping with other
options. Pressey (1954, p. 59), for example, rebutted
an article critical of acceleration and complained that
the critic had discussed only grade skipping, “the least
desirable form of acceleration.” DeHaan and Havighurst
(1957) referred to grade skipping as gross acceleration
and averred that it was a potentially harmful process.
While the bulk of research does not clearly demonstrate
that there is no risk with acceleration (Cornell, Callahan,
Basin, & Ramsay, 1991), critics fail to cite research
studies that clearly demonstrate any type of harm.

A third variable, not explicit in Table 1, involves the
age at which a student undergoes accelerative programs.
Intuitively, one might expect that interventions applied
at early ages might have very different effects from
those applied when a student is more mature. Some
distinctions are drawn in the literature between school
entrance and later options. Though some researchers
have addressed the issue of the age at which the stu-
dent receives an accelerated program (e.g., Feldhusen,
Proctor, & Black, 1986), with the exception of early
entrance, this variable is also virtually ignored in the
research literature. Concerns about early admission arise
from fears that taking students who are not in school and
placing them into instruction with the potential for doing
so before the child is developmentally ready may cause
harm. Many of the researchers who have conducted
studies have used school readiness as a concept that
applies to virtually all cases of early entrance, regardless
of the mental capacity or achievement of the child (e.g.,
Baer, 1958; Bigelow, 1934; Carroll, 1963; Carter, 1956;
DiPasquale, Moule, & Flewelling, 1980; Forester, 1955:
Hall, 1963). The justification of these concerns remains
problematic (Jones & Southern, 1991) and will be
addressed specifically later.

On the surface, the level of the intervention and the
purpose for which the intervention is used may have
strikingly different effects. The apparently contradic-
tory claims about the potential harm from accelerative
options may even be partially explained by the confusion
that results from ignoring what may be important
variations between different types of acceleration. Cer-
tainly, if grade skipping were used only for purposes
of recognition of student achievement, then concerns
about gaps in instruction and undue pressures and
expectations for achievement would prove groundless.
Since there is a tendency for educators not to make
distinctions between either the processes or potential
effects of different forms of acceleration (Southern &
Jones, 1991), attempts to make assessments to guide the
selection of the most appropriate acceleration alterna-
tives have been rare. Such assessments would also be
difficult if attempted. By the time acceleration options
are considered, it is already apparent that the student
has learned considerably more than age peers in the
same grade. It will appear that the student may benefit
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from a more rapidly paced curriculum, but the actual
rate of learning is not directly observable. Thus, the
decision whether to offer options that emphasize either
more rapid formal instruction or grade advancement will
generally have to be made on the basis of the same
predictor—prior achievement. Given the conservatism
with which many practitioners view acceleration, for
all practical purposes only students achieving far higher
than their current placement are considered for these
options (Southern & Jones, 1991). It is unlikely that
students who are only moderately advanced will be
considered for any option. When options that amount
to administrative recognition of prior achievements are
used, concerns for the social and emotional adjustment
of children who are younger than their classmates
may remain, but it is unlikely that academic problems
will ensue.

On the other hand, attempts to predict the potential
value of more rapidly paced instruction will encounter
different assessment problems. If a class is being identi-
fied to embark on a telescoped high school curriculum,
then chances for assessment error are higher. The
search for prospective candidates will involve increased
numbers of students, some of whom may fall into the
margins of error of the instruments used. The smaller
the population screened, the greater the likelihood that
students will be selected who cannot succeed in their
acceleration options. If the demand on the students is
extremely high, some of the potential concerns about
achievement and the pressure of expectations might
prove justified, at least in theory. In practice, even these
options have generally been employed only among large
populations in urban areas (e.g., Havighurst, Stivers,
& DeHaan, 1955), and cut-off scores for selection have
been set so high that the problem of false positives is
virtually nonexistent. The Talent Search model is a case
in point. Students selected for fast-paced instruction at
age 12 or 13 take the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)
and achieve a threshold score that is about the average
for college-bound male high school seniors. While such
high criteria for entrance may screen some capable
students out of a fast-paced instructional program,
Stanley and his colleagues have clearly demonstrated
that high acceptance criteria can eliminate the dangers of
over-expectation (e.g., Stanley & Stanley, 1986; Stanley
& Benbow, 1986).

Researchers have rarely addressed the issue of the
potential advantages for gifted students associated with
each accelerative option or the problems of assessing
students and matching them with the most appropriate
forms of acceleration. Though Study of Mathematically
Precocious Youth (SMPY) has attempted to develop and
design a variety of program options that meet the needs
of individual students, documentation of the benefits
derived from these programs have not translated to
practitioners. When deciding to accelerate instructional
placements or pace, practitioners have been influenced
most by their assumptions about the nature and effects
of acceleration. Southern, Jones, and Fiscus (1989a,b)
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found that practitioners did not differentiate either
among the type of option employed, the age of the accel-
erant, the salience of the intervention, or its purpose.
This may result from a general tendency for educators
and parents to over-generalize research on accelerative
options. Thus, information about early entrance to grade
school may be applied equally to early entrance to
college. Research about telescoping college curricula
may be applied to middle school programs. Evidence
about the effectiveness of extracurricular programs may
be applied to school interventions.

Decisions to use acceleration options seem to be
based on three general assumptions. The first is that
gifted students differ from their peers primarily in the
rate at which they can acquire knowledge (though this
does not preclude belief that their cognitive abilities
are qualitatively different). Second, there is a strong
belief that adapting the pace of instruction or advancing
grade placement will answer many of the needs of gifted
students. The third assumption, while rarely stated, is
implied by the first two: the content of the curriculum
across all levels of school is generally appropriate and
challenging for gifted students, but they are denied
access to it because of artificial and inappropriate
age/grade barriers.

Enrichment: Definition and Programming Issues

While acceleration is defined as more rapid than typical
advancement within a given curriculum, enrichment
has been regarded as a process that extends instruc-
tion beyond the bounds of that curriculum. Over the
years, authors have varied on the specific aspects of
their conceptualizations of enrichment programs. Early
descriptions used terms like addition to and expan-
sion of the regular curriculum (e.g., Freeman, 1920).
Hollingworth (1926) suggested that enrichment should
assist gifted students to develop initiative and originality.
Osburn and Rohan (1931) asserted that the goals of
gifted-child education should include a curriculum that
is rich and varied to relieve gifted students of monotony
and to allow for active exploration. Passow (1958) iden-
tified four guidelines for the development of enrichment
programs. He suggested that the curriculum could be
modified to enrich the programming for gifted students
in three ways: (a) in the breadth or depth with which it
was approached, (b) in the tempo or pace with which it
was presented, and (c) the kind or content of material
that was presented. Passow’s fourth suggestion was that
the development of process skills was an essential part of
the curriculum for gifted students and that efforts should
be made to tie enrichment to the unique nature of gifted
learners in general and to the interests of individual
students. His four guidelines for enrichment are the
themes most consistently expressed in discussions of
enrichment programs. ‘

Breadth, Passow’s first theme, tends to be described
as increased opportunities for applications of knowledge
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and skills (e.g., Kaplan, 1979). By depth, writers and
theorists imply learning more about topics than is
typically presented in the curriculum. One example
given by Norris (1958) was a unit on the Indian mound
builders developed for the Cleveland Major Work
Program, a topic that was mentioned only casually
in the regular curriculum. Kaplan (1979) refers to this
element as horizontal enrichment.

Passow's second guideline about enrichment programs
was the tempo and pace of instruction. Since gifted
students can, in the same amount of time, learn more
than their less capable age mates, their educations may
be enriched by study of novel content not normally
presented in the regular curriculum. The assumption
is made that the curriculum usually taught in school
omits large amounts of content, materials, and skills
that woulc! be valuable to learn. Enrichment through
the inclusion of additional or novel content would
allow students to explore and develop deeper and more
meaningful understandings of given academic areas.
, For example, electronics, historiography, and ecology,
along with a myriad of other potential topics, could be
presented “or study by gifted students. Because of the
nearly infinite number of possibilities for introduction of
novel content, authors have often used student interest
as the major factor for selecting additional content,
determining appropriate emphasis, and devoting time
to study. Kaplan calls this vertical enrichment. Renzulli
(1977) defines enrichment as study of content “above
and beyond” the curriculum, and asserts that student
interest ancl learning styles should be used to determine
the course of study in programs for the gifted.

The thirc theme struck in Passow’s guidelines is that
of making the curriculum responsive to the student. The
nature of the gifted learner defines the type of content
and the processes of instruction to be used. For many
theorists, notably Renzulli (1979), enrichment differs
from accele ration because of the efforts that are made to
take advantage of the student’s unique nature and needs.
As early as 1926, Hollingworth suggested that good
education for the gifted must take into account their
interests and needs. Frequently expressed sentiments
about the proper nature of enrichment programs for
gifted and t:lented children are that education should be
child-centerzd, and that the student’s affective develop-
ment is perhaps as important as academic achievement
(of course, they are not mutually exclusive).

In practice, enrichment may fall short of the ideals
Renzulli outlines for such interventions. While Renzulli
has designed programs that have as a major component
student interest, many programs in place identify
students for enrichment programs that then proceed
to ignore inclividual interests and abilities. For example,
a student keenly interested in mathematics may be
required, irstead, to brain-storm about the energy
crisis or the abortion debate solely because a teacher
or enrichment committee believes he or she will be
served better through such “enriched” social studies.
This can be rermed “irrelevant enrichment.” No matter

how excellent it may seem to the teacher, it is largely
irrelevant to the actual major interests and needs of
that gifted child. This sort of enrichment is also
often presented to groups of gifted children, perhaps
somewhat homogeneous with regard to IQ but not with
respect to their interests. The element of choice may be
missing or limited to yearly projects ostensibly identified
by the student, but which are frequently constrained by
the program resources selected by a teacher for group
instruction.

Passow’s (1958) fourth theme is that of instruction
in process skills. These include creative and critical
thinking, heuristics and problem solving, and affective
or social/personal skills. Gallagher (1981) pointed out
that gifted students need heuristics that would help
them manipulate the complex content in new situations
and across interdisciplinary applications. Tannenbaum
(1983) echoed Hollingworth’s (1926) call for develop-
ment of initiative and originality. He noted that gifted
students should learn to be producers rather than simply
consumers of knowledge. These assertions fit well into
the learning structures posited by Bruner (1973), who
claimed that effective learning was best accomplished
by instruction in the processes of different disciplines at
the expense of facts and simple skills. They also fit into
a recurring concern about the explosion of knowledge
and the potential inefficiency of current instructional
methods to assist students to master some contents.

The call for process training in gifted education, how-
ever, also included a potential pitfall. Differentiating
education for the gifted by content alone is often
problematic. At what point does presenting unique
content become either a form of acceleration, or an
exercise in finding arcane instructional subjects for
gifted students that they are unlikely to encounter in
the regular curriculum? On the horns of this potential
dilemma, it is possible to de-emphasize content entirely.
A major emphasis on training process skills could
produce instruction for the gifted that would be virtually
content-free. Creativity training exercises would need
not be tied to school curricula at all. Problem-solving
techniques could be practiced with problems that had
no relation to various school subjects. Renzulli (1977)
noted the proliferation of activities that bore little
relation to academic content. This trend continued
through the 1970s and early 1980s, with curriculum
for the gifted increasingly dependent on process-training
skills separate from the regular classroom curriculum.

Advocates of enrichment for the gifted argue that it
differs from accelerative options in three basic ways.
First, they assume that the regular school curriculum is
limited and monotonous for gifted students. The curricu-
lum ignores a large number of interesting and valuable
subjects for study to concentrate on a relatively sparse
set of knowledge and skills. Therefore, the curriculum
must be modified by extending the opportunities for
application and elaboration, studying topics at greater
length and depth, and introducing novel topics and
themes into the regular curriculum. Second, advocates

391

























































