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SEAC 15 November 2017 
COMMITTEE OF THE WHOLE (PUBLIC) 21 November 2017 
Report No.  17-073 
 

Universal Screening Tool for Giftedness 
 
Key Contact:  Olga Grigoriev, Superintendent of Learning Support 

Services, 613-596-8211 ext. 8254 
 

PURPOSE:  
 

1. To provide information with respect to a universal screening tool for giftedness. 
 

CONTEXT: 
 

2. The Ottawa-Carleton District School Board (OCDSB) began a review of programs 
and services provided to students with giftedness in the spring of 2016.  At the 
Committee of the Whole meeting of 20 September 2016, Report 16-113 Gifted 
Review was presented for discussion.  The report comprised of a literature review, a 
jurisdictional scan, as well as qualitative and quantitative research including findings 
from focus group discussions with students, staff and parents. 
 
At the Board meeting of 20 December 2016, the Board approved the following 
motions: 
 

A. THAT staff work with SEAC and an Advisory Group that would include SEAC 
representation to expand options to be presented to the public to improve the 
effectiveness of services for Gifted students and to increase equity of access 
for under-represented groups; 

B. THAT the Congregated Gifted Program transition to a specialized class 
location model using geographically defined catchment areas (Geographic 
Model); 

C. THAT staff bring forward an interim report on the development of options by 
the end of May 2017 and a final report including a plan for the Geographic 
Model transition, including costing, no later than the end of December 2017; 

D. THAT staff bring forward a report with a plan, including costing, of 
implementing a universal screening tool, once the Ministry of 
Education has released a new Gifted definition, or no later than end of 
October 2017; 
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E. THAT staff bring forward a plan, including costing for professional 
development/coaching support for school based staff working in the regular 
class with elementary Gifted students, no later than March 2017. 
 

The Ministry of Education has not yet issued its revised definition of giftedness nor 
its guidelines related to use and implementation of this definition.  As such, it may be 
premature to make decisions with respect to the adoption of a universal screening 
tool; however, staff was sensitive to the timelines in the motion and thought it might 
be useful to have a broader discussion on the issues associated with a universal 
screening tool before making any final recommendations. 
 
The implementation of a universal screening tool is a local decision.  It is not 
mandatory; it is a mechanism to assess student learning potential.  Across Ontario, 
there are a variety of ways in which Districts have chosen to acquire information 
about their learners.  There would be cost implications associated with the 
implementation of a universal screening tool which also require consideration. 
 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS: 
 

3. A screening tool is an assessment which provides information about the cognitive 
abilities of a student.  A screening tool can be universal, i.e., administered to a 
cohort of students, or administered on an individual basis.  The use of a screening 
tool provides information that can inform decision-making about student learning, but 
it is separate from early intervention, formal gifted identification and gifted program 
placement.  These are three separate and important constructs which can be 
explained as follows: 
 
Early Intervention is a process in which as soon as possible in a child’s schooling, 
each student’s strengths and needs are determined so that the personalization of 
their education can occur.  This process does not require formal identification or 
diagnosis.  It represents the effort of the school to provide differentiated instruction, 
personalized learning and tiered intervention from the earliest stages of a child’s 
schooling. 

 
Formal Identification of Giftedness:  Formal Identification of giftedness occurs 
when an Identification Placement and Review Committee (IPRC) determines that a 
student, based on all available data, meets the Ministry determined definition for 
giftedness.  As part of this process, schools gather appropriate information, including 
cognitive measures, and involve the multi-disciplinary team, including the OCDSB 
school psychologist, and parents/guardians (and student, if appropriate) to ensure 
that all information is considered. 
 
Program Placement:  The IPRC recommends a program where the students’ 
needs will be met.  One possibility would be providing differentiated instruction and 
tiered intervention in the student’s regular classroom.  If the student is deemed to 
meet criteria for a specialized class placement, an application may be made to the 
OCDSB central gifted committee which determines if the student meets criteria for 
the specialized class placement and if the program will likely meet the needs of the 
applicant. 
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4. History of Screening and Identification of Gifted Learners in the OCDSB 

 
Prior to 1999-2007 

Screening 
Process  

 Students could be screened prior to grade 3 based on a 
teacher and/or parent nomination; and 

 All grade 3 students were administered the CCAT (Canadian 
Cognitive Abilities Test) by school staff 

Identification  The CCAT was used as the main identifier to determine 
whether or not a student met the Ministry definition of 
giftedness; 

 The Wechsler Individual Achievement Test (WIAT) was 
administered as needed for additional information; and 

 Those students, whose cognitive scores through the CCAT 
or psychological assessment met criteria for giftedness, 
could be formally identified through the IPRC process 

Placement  Students who met cognitive criteria for giftedness received 
support in the regular program class or in a specialized 
program class providing they met the criteria for specialized 
program class (i.e., 99.6 percentile primary, 98th percentile 
for all other grades); 

 Placement in the specialized program classes was 
determined solely by cognitive scores; and  

 The centralized gifted committee created a wait list in order 
of cognitive percentiles 

 
Between 2008 - 2014 

Screening 
Process  

 Parents and/or teachers may have referred students for  
CCAT testing to school ; 

 Schools used the CCAT to determine students’ cognitive 
ability if they had not been previously assessed using this 
measure; and 

 The CCAT was administered and scored on an individual 
basis by school staff 

Identification  The CCAT was reviewed by the school staff using the 
OCDSB Screening Guide; 

 Those students who met cognitive criteria based on the 
OCDSB Screening and identification manual; 

 Private practice psychologist assessment could be 
considered as an alternative to the school’s CCAT 
assessment; and 

 Student could be formally identified through the IPRC 
process 

Placement  Students who met cognitive criteria for giftedness received 
support in the regular program class or in a specialized 
program class if they met the criteria for specialized program 
class (i.e., 99.6th percentile primary, 98th percentile for all 
other grades); 
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 Placement in the specialized program class was determined 
solely by cognitive scores ; and  

 The centralized gifted committee created a wait list in order 
of cognitive percentiles 

 
From 2014 - Present 

Screening 
Process  

 Parents and/or teachers may refer students to their multi-
disciplinary team to discuss a possibility of the need for 
gifted testing; 

 The multi-disciplinary team may suggest that a student is 
assessed using the CCAT; and 

 The CCAT is administered and scored on an individual basis 
by the school staff 

Identification  The CCAT or psychological assessment is be reviewed by 
the school psychologist; 

 The psychologist may or may not request additional 
information to make a determination of gifted identification; 
and 

 Students may be formally identified through the IPRC 
process 

Placement  Students who meet cognitive criteria for giftedness receive 
support through tiered interventions as per the guidelines in 
Learning for All (2013); 

 Through tiered interventions, some students are considered 
to be in need of tier three supports (i.e., specialized program 
class placement); 

 The specialized program class criteria must be met to 
consider such a placement (i.e., 99.6th percentile primary, 
98th percentile for all other grades); 

 If a student meets criteria for a specialized program class, 
cognitive, academic and historical information including 
tiered intervention information, multi-disciplinary team 
feedback and parental input is sent to the central gifted 
committee for consideration; and 

 Students are placed based on consideration of need as 
opposed to order of cognitive precentile 

 
5. The Issue of Equity 

An important element of any program review is consideration of equity of access.  
During the gifted review in 2016, it was noted that there was an under representation 
of certain populations (girls, Indigenous students, etc.) in the gifted specialized 
program classes in the District.  Many parents who sought cognitive information for 
their child in order to consider gifted programming, did so through a private 
psychological assessment.  The cost of private assessment is approximately $2,000 
- $3,000.  This is a barrier to many families. 
 
The concept of a universal screening tool was put forward during the Gifted Review 
as a possible mechanism to address equity concerns by ensuring that a broader 
range of students were assessed.  While a universal screening tool may highlight 
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students who should be provided with a more in-depth assessment to fully 
understand their cognitive profile and enrichment needs, it is generally not used as a 
single tool for formal identification of giftedness.  As a result, there may be next 
steps required to ensure equitable access to supports such as psychological 
resources and/or potentially the addition of specialized classes. 
 

6. Environmental Scan – Universal Gifted Screening Tool 
Staff contacted several other Ontario school districts to better understand universal 
screening practices.  The following key points were learned: 

a) Universal screening procedures are in place in a few Ontario school districts 
including the use of tools such as the CCAT-7 (Canadian Cognitive Abilities 
Test, 7th Edition), and the Otis-Lennon; 

b) Of the few Districts using a universal screening tool, most reported that it was 
insufficient for formal identification; those students who achieve at a very high 
level on the group administered screening tool subsequently were assessed 
using individually administered cognitive and academic achievement tests; 
and 

c) In Eastern Ontario, only one District is currently using a universal process of 
screening students to determine their cognitive ability.  It is not used to place 
students into specialized program classes, but rather to determine which 
students may be in need of further enrichment opportunities. 
 

7. Selection of a Universal Screening Tool 
The OCDSB is currently using the CCAT-7 as an individual assessment measure.  
The CCAT-7 is a Canadian normed cognitive assessment tool which assesses 
student cognitive abilities in three areas:  quantitative, verbal and non-verbal. 
 
The CCAT-7 can also be used as a universal screening tool.  One advantage of the 
CCAT-7 is that it provides a cognitive profile for a range of learners and accounts for 
second language learners within these composites as well as other bias factors such 
as culture.  Should the OCDSB decide to move forward with the implementation of a 
universal screening tool, the CCAT-7 could be a preferred option as it is a Canadian-
normed screening tool.  Other advantages include system familiarity with this 
resource, cost of assessment, ease of administration and fulsome data generated by 
the tool. 
 

8. Timing and Administration of a Universal Screening Tool within the context of 
Ongoing Assessment (Early Intervention) 
During the early school years (kindergarten through grade 3), classroom teacher and 
early childhood educator observations and assessments serve to highlight student 
strengths and interests.  Currently, multiple sources of information are available 
including: 

a) Multi-disciplinary team observations; 
b) Teacher and parent feedback; 
c) Information from educational and cognitive assessments; and 
d) Anecdotal notes and/or professional reports (educator, speech-language 

pathologists, occupational therapist, psychologists, etc.) 
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Administration of a universal screening tool at the grade 4 level is based on the 
notion that cognitive/brain development is that much more solidified by the time a 
student is 9 years of age.  Students have advanced from the stage of concrete 
operational thought to the stage of formal operational thinking.  Advanced learners 
will be using inductive and deductive reasoning skills in analysis and synthesis and 
demonstrating a capacity to abstract, generalize and deal with complex cognitive 
problem solving.  Cognitive tests used at this older age level measure the fluid 
reasoning and crystallized knowledge which are predictive of future intellectual 
functioning. 
 
The addition of a universal screening tool such as the CCAT-7 would be an 
additional resource, and would provide one consistent assessment mechanism in 
the educator’s tool kit. 
 
If the District proceeds with the implementation of a universal screening tool, the 
administration could be done by the Learning Support Teacher (LST) in conjunction 
with the classroom teacher. 
 

9. From Screening Tool to Formal Identification of Giftedness 
The universal screening tool would provide a cognitive assessment but is not 
sufficient to provide a student with the formal identification of giftedness; it is merely 
one data source.  However, the implementation of a universal screening tool would 
undoubtedly result in an increased number of students where further assessment is 
warranted. 
 
In adopting a universal screening tool, the intent would not be to alter current 
cognitive criteria for formal identification or placement.  We would continue to accept 
internal and private practice psychologist assessments as part of the information 
gathering process.  While individual intelligence tests used by private practitioners 
are considered to be robust cognitive measures and to have inherent value, 
processes must be in place to gather further information on student performance in 
the classroom.  We anticipate that for some students there would be a need for 
increased assessments by OCDSB staff based on information derived from the 
universal screening process.  OCDSB school psychologists would continue to review 
all cognitive assessments in order to support the determination of next steps. 
 
The high cost of private assessments results in an inequity where some students are 
more readily positioned to access supports for enrichment and possible 
identification.  Historically, OCDSB psychologists, because of competing priorities, 
have done a limited number of comprehensive assessments to determine giftedness 
similar to those done by private practice psychologists.  Within the current 
professional resources, OCDSB psychologists would be unable to provide 
comprehensive additional cognitive and achievement assessment for all students 
who may be referred for gifted assessment through the administration of a universal 
screening tool. 
 

10. Considerations in Decision Making about a Universal Screening Tool 
The information-gathering process begins at kindergarten and continues on through 
the primary school years.  The process is intended to determine the strengths and 
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needs of students and to ascertain how they respond to tiered interventions.  A 
universal screening tool administered at the grade 4 level would be one additional 
component of this process, which would allow school staff to program more 
strategically as the student enters into the junior school years. 
 
One positive aspect of a universal screening tool is that it would provide valuable 
information on all learners, not only those who may later be formally identified as 
gifted.  This is information that classroom teachers could use, in addition to regular 
classroom assessments, to support greater differentiation and personalization of 
instruction. 
 
A universal screening tool would address some but not all equity barriers.  It would 
not be used as a single source of information for formal identification of any 
exceptionality (e.g., Giftedness, Learning Disability, and Mild Intellectual Disability).  
As such, a universal screening tool would not fully overcome the barriers related to 
the cost of private assessments or wait times for internal assessments. 
 
While we await the Ministry’s new definition of giftedness, it seemed worthwhile to 
have a fulsome discussion on the topic. 

 
RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS: 
 

11. One of the reasons for implementing a universal screening tool for giftedness would 
be to ensure that every student has equal opportunity of access to gifted supports.  It 
is reasonable to assume that this could result in an increase in the number of 
students requiring additional assessment and potentially formally identified as gifted.  
Evidence from other Districts using a universal screening tool process supports this 
notion.  If that is the case, this could result in an increased demand for gifted 
programming; either through support in the regular classroom or support in 
specialized gifted program classes. 
 
To better understand the potential cost estimates, staff has identified the estimates 
of material and staff costs to assess approximately 4,500 grade 4 students using a 
universal screener as well as provide follow-up to parents and school staff are listed 
below: 
 
It should be noted that training, consultation and collaboration with parents is already 
occurring on an on-going basis in schools during the early school years.  LSTs 
currently administer the CCAT-7 as needed.  Teachers meet with parents; 
psychologists review reports from private practice psychologists; multi-disciplinary 
teams consult on an on-going basis with school staff.   
 
During the 2016-2017 school year an estimated 200 private practice psychologist 
gifted reports were reviewed in our schools by the school’s Principal, LST and 
school psychologist.  Also the LSC responsible for the gifted portfolio provided 
consultation to school staff in order to support gifted learners.   
 
Below are the estimates of costs for 2016-2017 which reflect and support these 
activities. 
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2016-2017 Costs for Individual use of CCAT-7 
 

CCAT Materials $1,530 

Additional test material $0 

Professional development $26,000 

Schools’ multidisciplinary review of 200 private practice reports $46,400 

LSC Consultation on new identified gifted $11,250 

  

Total $85,180 
Table 1 
 

The costs highlighted below would be additional to what is already being done 
should a universal screener be implemented.  Please note that year one costs would 
be approximately $100,000 more than each following year due to the initial costs of 
training and supplies. 
 

Estimated Additional Costs of the Universal Screening Process  
 

 Potential Annual On-going 

Materials: Based on 
5% of the 
population 

Based on 
10% of the 
population 

Based on 
15% of the 
population 

a) CCAT-7 $34,560 $34,560 $34,560 

b) Additional Test Material $1,000 $2,000 $3,000 

c) Professional Development $2,760 $2,760 $2,760 

d) Multi-disciplinary meeting time ½ 
review ($1,500) x 100 schools 

$75,000 $150,000 $225,000 

e) Follow-up - Special cases; 5 
students/schools x 100 schools x 2 
days professional time 

$55,000 $110,000 
 

$165,000 

f) Exceptional Cases – 1 student/school 
x 100 schools x 3 days professional 
time 

$165,000 $330,000 
 

$495,000 

   

Total $333,320 $629,320 $925,320 
Table 2 

 
The description below explains the estimated costs by line item in the table. 
 

a) There are some costs that would be associated with the first year of 
implementation of the CCAT-7 costs that are not a significant in subsequent 
years.  In year one, initial testing booklet cost and training fees would be 
required.  In subsequent years there would be a reduction in costs for scoring, 
answer sheets and replacement testing booklets. 

i. 2018-2019 fees based on 4,500 students (estimated number of grade 
4 students):  $62,350; 

ii. 2019-2020 fees based on 4,500 students:  $34,560 
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b) There would be additional costs for test materials for those students for whom 
more information is required for a possible formal identification of giftedness.  
It is difficult to predict how many students there would be who would require 
additional assessment, though 10% of a given cohort would be a reasonable 
estimate.  Cost for materials would vary dependent on the number of 
additional administrations required (see Table 2 for costs estimated at 5%, 
10% and 15%).  Total cost for materials listed below is based on 10 
administrations using the listed assessment tools. 

i. The Gifted Rating Scale (GRS); 
ii. The Scales for Identifying Gifted Students (SIGS) 
iii. The Naglieri Nonverbal Ability Test (NNAT-3) 

 
Total:  $2,000 (approx.) 
 

c) The cost of professional development would also vary each year as only new 
LSTs would require training annually.   In year one all LSTs would require 
training.  Based on 2017-2018 numbers these additional costs would be: 

i. $14,400 (existing LSTs) 
ii. $2,760 (new LSTs) 

 
d) The cost of additional multi-disciplinary professional meeting time (teacher, 

LST, members of the school’s multi-disciplinary team) to review the results of 
the universal screener in preparation for communication with parents, as well 
as the actual cost of professional-parent meeting time must also be 
considered. 

i. multi-disciplinary meeting (1/2 day review):  $1,500 
ii. number of schools:  100 

 
Total:  $150,000 

 
e) The cost of school psychologist, educator and speech-language pathologist 

time for following up and doing the necessary testing to address questions 
raised by the results of the universal screener, as well as attempting to 
reconcile differences between on-going school performance, universal 
screener results and results of outside assessments. 

Special Cases 
i. mean number of students to be reviewed/school:  5 
ii. professional time/student (2 days):  $2,200 

 
Total:  $110,000 

 
 f) Exceptional Cases 

iii. mean number of students in-depth/school:  1 
iv. professional time/student (3 days):  $3,300 
v. number of schools:  100 

 
Total:  $330,000 

 
Estimated year one total costs:  $668,750 
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A decision to implement a universal screening tool would require, using a 
conservative estimate, the addition of 1 Learning Support Consultant (LSC), 4 
Psychologists, .5 Speech-Language Pathologist and .5 Social Worker to do the 
training, consultation, assessment, report writing and parent engagement required.   
 
Information may also be obtained for students who have cognitive challenges, 
learning disabilities and language learning disabilities.  Having this information would 
enable members of the school’s multi-disciplinary team to provide recommendations 
for differentiated instruction and tiered intervention for these exceptional learners. 
  
The costs of Learning Support Services (LSS) central administration team time 
dealing with District-wide results and program changes (LSS heads team, LSC for 
the gifted, program evaluator) would need to be taken into account. 
 

COMMUNICATION/CONSULTATION ISSUES: 
 

12. Should the District proceed with a universal screener model, communication would 
be provided to multi-disciplinary teams regarding these processes. School staff and 
parent communities would be made aware of these changes and provided with 
support for implementation. Private practice psychologists will be informed of the 
new procedures.  

 

STRATEGIC LINKS: 
 

13. Implementation of this information gathering process, including universal screening 
tool, would help to more equitably identify all talented/gifted learners. It would also 
provide information about other students who have been identified through the early 
identification and early intervention process.  It would support student engagement 
through differentiation of instruction and heightened understanding of the individual 
learner and enhance parent engagement. 
 
Implementation of this process is directly linked to the District’s Strategic Plan, 
specifically Learning, Well-Being, Equity, Stewardship and Engagement.   

 

GUIDING QUESTIONS:   
 

14. The following questions are provided to support the discussion of this item by the 
Committee: 

 How could a revised definition of giftedness affect decisions about universal 
screening? 

 How might the District pilot project on the Renzulli model affect our vision of 
gifted programming if at all? 

 What is the value added of introducing a system wide universal screener at 
the grade 4 level? 

 How would a universal screening tool help inform programming for bright, 
gifted, profoundly gifted and twice exceptional gifted learners as well as 
students with other learning needs? 



Report 17-073, Universal Screening Tool for Giftedness Page 11 

 Does the intended outcome justify the projected professional staff (educator, 
psychologist, speech-language pathologist) redeployment of resources? 

 Would a universal screening tool provide improved equity of access for under-
represented groups? 

 What impact might the implementation of a universal screening tool have on 
the delivery of gifted programming? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Olga Grigoriev, Superintendent of 
Learning Support Services 

  
Jennifer Adams 
Director of Education and  
Secretary of the Board

 
 


