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The Ricks Center for Gifted Children

Norma Lu Hafenstein’s vision, to provide a home where gifted children flourish, grew from a small summer program into the Ricks Center for Gifted Children, a school that serves approximately 250 students ages three to fourteen years old.  Since the school’s establishment in 1984, gifted children have found a place where teachers challenge their thinking, peers understand their jokes, and parents are encouraged to learn about and foster their child’s exceptional gifts.  There are many aspects of the school that make the Ricks Center a place where gifted children belong.  The five most important reasons that Ricks Center is a unique place include integrated thematic curriculum, teachers trained in gifted education, programming starting at the preschool level, multiage classrooms and opportunities, and the connection to the University of Denver.
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The curriculum model at the Ricks Center for Gifted Children is unique.  The integrated curriculum model provides teachers and students the opportunity to learn around thematic units.  Curriculum and instruction are designed to address the whole child, including his or her emotional, intellectual, aesthetic, physical, and social needs.  This differentiated educational model is tailored to each student in the context of a community built around an authentic intellectual peer group.  Students in the Preschool class utilize an emergent curriculum, move to a Project Approach in the PreKindergarten class, and in Kindergarten use integrated investigations which combines emergent, project, and integrated curriculum models.  At the primary age levels (1st to 4th grade), students experience three fully integrated units per year.  Upper school classes (5th and 6th grade) utilize integrated intensives which are shorter and more intense units and then complete their education in 7th and 8th grade with subject integration.  This curriculum model flow provides the key elements of gifted education and the ability to address student needs at a developmentally appropriate level.   
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Teachers trained in gifted education are a critical element to the school.  In order to meet the needs of gifted students, the faculty and staff must understand the intellectual, social, and emotional needs of gifted children. Teachers understand the purpose and importance of using innovative, targeted approaches with unique learners.   Equally important, teachers are able to easily discuss, advocate for, and understand the varied learning needs of gifted students.  Teachers are firmly committed and dedicated to the educational philosophy and have a finely tuned understanding of the needs of gifted students, without which effectiveness of the programming will falter.
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The initial program started with four-year-old students.  Since 1984, the passion and focus of meeting the needs of young gifted children has expanded to offering programming for three- through fourteen-year-old students.  Meeting the needs of the youngest gifted learners is an important philosophical component of the Ricks Center.  Understanding that gifted children just do not appear at a certain level but rather have the social, emotional and intellectual characteristics at a young age is key to the mission of the school to “provide a dynamic and challenging educational environment that anticipates and responds to the individual, intellectual, social, emotional, physical, aesthetic, and cognitive needs of gifted children.”  This mission guides the programming even with the youngest level of student.

At Ricks Center, the classrooms are multiage starting at the first grade level to accommodate the asynchrony of the students.  This multiaging provides students the opportunity to be the youngest and oldest in a classroom, leading to natural leadership opportunities.  This model of cross-age classes is ideal for students to have a variety of peers throughout their schooling at Ricks Center.  In a small school environment, the multiage classrooms provide a broader sense of community, a range of experiences with peers, the ability to remain with a teacher for two years, and leadership opportunities. [image: image4.png]



The Ricks Center for Gifted Children is a part of the Morgridge College of Education at the University of Denver.  Creating and fostering an understanding of the critical nature of education for the gifted is an important part of the relationship between the school’s practice and implementation and the University’s focus on research and theory.  Combining research and practice creates an opportunity for dynamic growth both within the Morgridge College of Education and the Ricks Center.  The underlying support from the University has helped the Ricks Center establish the Institute for the Development of Gifted Education.  The Institute has three main focus areas: curriculum development, research and research publication, and outreach in gifted education.  In conjunction with the Ricks Center for Gifted Children, the Institute is able to utilize these three focus areas as a platform for advocacy within the field of gifted education as well as impacting the larger field of general education.  
The Ricks Center for Gifted Children hosts teachers and administrators for visits to understand the programming in person.  We have hosted many groups over the years and look forward to visitors. If you have additional questions about the program or would like to schedule a visit please contact Ellen Honeck, PhD, at ehoneck@du.edu.  
