
GIFTED EDUCATION EQUITY 

 

1 

Running Head: GIFTED EDUCATION EQUITY 
 
 
 

The Challenges of Achieving Equity within Public School Gifted and Talented Programs 
 
 
 
 

Scott J. Peters 
Professor of Assessment and Research Methodology 

University of Wisconsin – Whitewater 
800 W. Main St. Whitewater, WI 53190 

262-472-5407 
peterss@uww.edu 

 
 

Word Count: 8579 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keywords: Giftedness, Identification, Underrepresentation, Equity 

Final version published March 26, 2021 in Gifted Child Quarterly 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00169862211002535  

 



GIFTED EDUCATION EQUITY 

 

2 

 

ABSTRACT 

 K-12 gifted and talented programs have struggled with racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, 

native language, and disability inequity since their inception. This inequity has been well 

documented in public schools since at least the 1970s and has been stubbornly persistent despite 

receiving substantial attention at conferences, in scholarly journals, and in K-12 schools. The 

purpose of this manuscript is to outline why such inequity exists and why common efforts to 

combat it have been unsuccessful. In the end, poorly-designed identification systems combined 

with larger issues of societal inequality and systemic, institutionalized racism are the most likely 

culprits. I end the manuscript with a hierarchy of actions that could be taken – from low-hanging 

fruit to major societal changes – in order to combat inequity in gifted education and move the 

field forward.  
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The topic of this manuscript, and this special issue overall, is equity within K–12 gifted 

and talented services and why that equity has been so elusive for the field. Throughout this 

manuscript, I use the terms equity (or more correctly inequity), disproportionality, and 

underrepresentation all to refer to the same observation—that student subgroups are 

disproportionally represented in K–12 gifted and talented programs. Specifically, students who 

are Black, Latinx, and Native American are disproportionately underrepresented compared to 

their representation in the overall K–12 student population. Students served through special 

education and English language learner programs and students who are from low-income 

households are also disproportionately underrepresented. Students from some Asian (e.g., 

Chinese, Korean) and White demographic groups are disproportionately overrepresented.  

Although the pattern of disproportionalities is largely understood in the field, it is also 

important to emphasize that the topic is nuanced. For example, in a 2013 meta-analysis, Petersen 

found that boys were more likely to be identified as gifted than girls, particularly during pre-

adolescences, and that these findings held regardless of race, ethnicity, or socio-economic status 

(SES). Similarly, among the lowest-income students, Black and White students have a similar 

probability of being identified as gifted (Grissom et al., 2019). However, hidden within these 

ethnic/racial categories is a wide diversity of experiences and backgrounds: “Black” is likely to 

capture recent, voluntary immigrants from the Caribbean as well as refugees from Somalia. 

Likewise, “Asian” will include Hmong farm workers in rural Wisconsin who are homeless and 

speak English as a second language as well as children of tech sector employees in Fortune 100 

companies. These diverse individuals live in diverse places—some with widely-available gifted 

education services (e.g., Virginia) and others with very few (e.g., South Dakota). The 

intersectionality of ethnicity/race, education, family income, geography, cost of living, and the 
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degree to which an individual feels welcome and represented in a particular community are all 

factors that contribute to both academic achievement outcomes and gifted identification.   

A host of research has documented disproportionate representation in gifted programs 

(Peters et al., 2019a; Shores et al., 2020; Yoon & Gentry, 2009). Many gifted education scholars 

and practitioners have lamented that the field has long known about the state of affairs and that 

the focus needs to be more on solutions (e.g., Gentry et al., 2019). I could not agree more with 

that sentiment and I applaud the editors of Gifted Child Quarterly and the guest editors for 

devoting an entire special issue to this topic with the goal of moving the field forward. Countless 

scholars such as Alexinia Baldwin (2005), Donna Ford (1998) and Mary Frasier (1991), among 

many others, have devoted their careers to calling for change. Despite these valiant efforts, too 

little has changed.   

Before explaining the dominant barriers to greater equity within gifted education, a few 

disclosures are in order. I write this article as one of the more privileged human beings on the 

planet. Both of my parents were college graduates. I have a Ph.D. (which was free thanks to a 

graduate assistantship throughout the completion of my doctoral degree). I grew up in an upper-

income household in the suburbs. I went to summer camp every year, never giving a moment’s 

thought to the cost. I am a White, male, protestant, tenured full professor. Having a partner who 

is a physician affords me even more financial privilege. My awareness and acknowledgement of 

this privilege do nothing to decrease it. Instead, I try and remember that with privilege comes the 

responsibility to help those who are less privileged, while also being aware that I will never 

understand how a person of color experiences the world or what it is like to live in abject 

poverty. These beliefs are what motivate much of my work in gifted and talented and advanced 

education and what motivated this manuscript.  
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The Context of Underrepresentation 

The concept of classical test theory (CTT: Lord & Novick, 1968) underlies much of 

educational and psychological measurement. CTT posits that a latent construct, known as an 

individual’s “true score,” can never be directly observed. Instead, it can only be measured 

through its proxy known as the “observed score.” For example, an individual’s true creativity can 

never be directly observed. Any observed score that a student receives on a test of creative 

thinking will always include measurement error. That error can apply to all test takers equally, or 

it can be group specific. Group-specific error is the equivalent to the colloquial conception of 

assessment bias. If a test measures quantitative reasoning well for boys but less well for girls, 

this is a case of assessment bias. Importantly, it is only when that lower score is due to construct-

irrelevant, group-specific factors that bias is present (Camilli, 2006; Osterlind & Everson, 2009). 

A fair test will yield essentially equal observed scores and the same valid inferences in the 

presence of equal true scores.  

This discussion brings up an uncomfortable question for the field of gifted education: is it 

reasonable to expect that all students, regardless of their prior education and opportunity, have 

the same true score on every construct that might be measured in the gifted identification 

process? The Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (American Educational 

Research Association, American Psychological Association, & National Council on 

Measurement in Education, 2014) make clear that group differences on test scores should be 

evaluated and scrutinized for potential bias, but that “differences in outcomes do not in 

themselves indicate that a testing application is biased” (p. 54). The first question when 

discussing underrepresentation in gifted education is whether the cause of disproportionality is 
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differences in observed scores due to assessment bias, or differences in true scores due to some 

children not having had the opportunity to develop their talents.  

Imagine two children in an eighth-grade mathematics class. Both have mastered the same 

algebra skills, but one receives a B on the final exam while the other receives an A. This scenario 

is a case of unequal observed scores (the grades) despite equal true scores (both students have 

mastered the same skills). This outcome might occur in a case where the student who received 

the B is not a native speaker of English and was not clear on what some of the test questions 

were asking. The fact that language proficiency resulted in a lower grade despite similar 

knowledge of mathematics is a perfect example of assessment bias.  

Alternatively, imagine two different children in eighth-grade mathematics. One came into 

school that year having spent the summer with her grandfather who happens to be a retired 

engineer. The first child comes into school that year having mastered more mathematics concepts 

and ends up scoring higher on the screening assessment used for gifted and talented 

identification. This outcome is not a case of assessment bias because the two students at this 

point in time have mastered different amounts of the material. Any reasonable person would 

rightly point to this as unfair; it was not the other student’s fault that they do not have a 

grandfather who was an engineer. But the cause of the true score difference is not relevant to the 

question of whether or not an assessment is biased. A test with reliable scores that yield valid 

inferences will result in unequal outcomes in the context of an unequal society. This concern is 

why the first step in determining whether an assessment or identification process is biased is to 

decide if equal true scores are a reasonable presumption. Of course, a third possibility is that 

some tests used for academic identification do have some level of bias (although most systematic 

reviews show this not to be the case; see Kuncel et al., 2001; Sackett et al., 2008), but that 
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unequal opportunities have also caused group-specific differences in true score that are the major 

drivers of inequity in gifted education.  

Interacting with the concepts of validity and assessment bias is the concept of 

institutional racism, which refers to systematic policies that provide for differential or unequal 

access to opportunities due to race (Morgan et al., 2018). This construct is especially relevant to 

gifted and talented education because such services often are made available based on local 

policies. A student might lack learning opportunities due to systematic, institutionally racist 

housing policies, and because of this lack of opportunities, the student may obtain lower scores 

on the assessment tools used for gifted and talented identification. These lower scores can be 

both valid indicators of the student’s level of mastery and also reflective of institutional racism.  

To further illustrate the concept of otherwise valid assessments highlighting the effects of 

institutional racism, consider the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and the 

Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 2010-2011 (ECLS-K:2011).. In 

2015, the percentage of Black students in Grade 4 who scored “advanced” on the NAEP science 

test rounded to zero. Three percent of Asian American students scored advanced. Similarly, 

Reardon and Portilla (2016) reported nationally representative ECLS-L: 2011 reading 

achievement differences at kindergarten entry between White and Hispanic students of 0.56 of a 

standard deviation (on the birth cohort of ECLS). Are these achievement disparities across racial 

groups due to the NAEP and ECLS-K assessments being biased against Black and Hispanic 

students, or put another way, are these tests less-valid measures of science and reading 

achievement for Black and Hispanic students than they are for White or Asian students? It is 

possible that bias is part of the explanation, but what is more likely is that these differential rates 
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of achievement reflect real differences in opportunity to develop skills in science and reading 

that are a result of larger, systemic issues in American society.  

As I outline in greater detail below, my explanation for the continuing inequity in gifted 

education is as follows: (a) inequality in society and institutional racism prevent students from 

certain demographic groups from developing their talents, (b) efforts within the field to address 

inequity have focused on the wrong causes, and (c) too often, the efforts that are taken to 

mitigate inequity actually work to exacerbate it by eliminating advanced learning opportunities 

in diverse schools. In addition to outlining the evidence behind this argument, I end the paper 

with recommendations for what it would take to make real, lasting changes to the status quo in 

order to improve equity within the field. Some of these efforts are small and doable within the 

short term, whereas others require major cultural changes and substantial societal investment.  

Why is There Inequality in Gifted Education and Why is it so Hard to Address? 

1. America as a society is a very unequal place. Inequality of access and opportunity 

translate to unequal levels of school readiness, academic achievement, and measured 

cognitive ability, such that expecting equality of almost any educational outcome would 

be illogical. 

Some life experiences foster human development whereas others hinder it, and different 

demographic groups are not exposed to either type at equal rates. What makes this all the more 

complicated is that some demographic groups (e.g., White) experience few adverse childhood 

experiences in some places, but far more in others (e.g., high rates of intimate partner violence in 

rural Appalachia: Shannon et al., 2015). Some students have every positive learning opportunity; 

others not only lack those opportunities but also are exposed to a host of negative life 

experiences. In the following section I summarize some of the research on these differential rates 
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of exposure and the impact that they have, all of which can reasonably be described as aspects of 

inequality and institutional racism.   

Negative Life Experiences 

Poverty. In 2016, one out of every five American children lived in poverty (National 

Center for Educational Statistics, 2019). Only nine Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) nations have higher child poverty rates than the US: Brazil, Chile, China, 

Costa Rica, India, Israel, South Africa, Spain, and Turkey (OECD, 2019). Moreover, there are 

large ethnic/racial differences in poverty rates in the US. In 2016, one out of every three Black or 

Native American children lived in poverty. Rates for Hispanic, Asian, and White children were 

28%, 11%, and 11% respectively. Because poverty has wide-ranging negative effects on human 

development (Mani et al., 2013), these unequal rates of poverty lead to achievement gaps as well 

as longer-term differences in academic outcomes. Consider the kindergarten students of the last 

30 years. From 1985 to 2000, approximately 33% of Black children were raised in a high-

poverty neighborhood compared to approximately 1% of White children (Sharkey, 2013). Even 

if two children are identical aside from one being Black and living in concentrated poverty and 

the other being White and living in the suburbs, the differences in opportunities and available 

resources will result in achievement differences.  

Geographic place is especially relevant for migrant and seasonal farmworkers who travel 

frequently throughout the year, 44% of whom also have children (Rosenbaum & Shin, 2005). 

Ninety percent of this group reported speaking or reading little to no English, and in 2000, 

migrant and seasonal workers reported a median income roughly $6,250—$35,000 lower than 

the median for U.S. workers as a whole. Not only is this extreme poverty a negative predictor of 

educational and health outcomes for the children of migrant workers, but it also coincides with 
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an uninsured rate of 90%, compared to an overall uninsured rate of 22% for low-income children 

in the U.S. Common negative health outcomes include severe asthma, Vitamin A deficiency, 

chemical poisoning, and high levels of mental health problems (Winkelman et al., 2013). 

Differential exposure to negative environmental factors, including poverty, are one cause of 

lower levels of academic achievement and measured cognitive ability. There is no such thing as a 

pure measure of innate ability. Even tests of intelligence or academic ability are influenced by 

life experiences (Cronbach, 2002; Ritchie & Tuker-Drob, 2018). 

One of the most direct ways in which poverty harms a child’s development is related to 

the neighborhoods where individuals who are poor live. Because of how schools are funded, 

families experiencing poverty are also less likely to attend well-funded schools (Kelly, 2020). 

But poverty also suppresses brain development. Hair et al. (2015) found that children living in 

families below the poverty line had grey matter development in their frontal and temporal 

cortexes that were 8% to 9% below developmental norms. These developmental differences 

accounted for up to 20% of later academic achievement gaps. Experimental evidence by Chetty 

et al. (2016) showed that the children of families who moved from high- to low-poverty 

neighborhoods had higher incomes a decade later and increased rates of college attendance in 

comparison to their peers who did not move. Chetty et al. (2019) further noted that the 

geographic areas with the smallest Black-White outcome disparities were those with low 

poverty, low levels of racial bias, and high rates of father presence. Unfortunately, fewer than 

5% of Black children grew up in these circumstances.  

Lead Exposure. As recently as the year 2000, Black children in Chicago showed blood 

lead levels (BLL) five times greater than their White peers. Although these rates have been 

dropping for decades, by 2012, 75% of Chicago neighborhoods in the top quintile of BLL were 
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predominantly Black (Sampson & Winter, 2016). An extensive research base has documented 

the negative effects of BLL on measured IQ (approximately 2.6 pts lower due to excessive BLL: 

Schwartz, 1994) and school academic achievement (Zhang et al., 2013). Zhang et al. found that 

after controlling for potential confounding variables, children with elevated lead levels had twice 

the odds of scoring less than proficient in Grades 3, 5, or 8 than children with low lead levels. In 

a natural experiment, Hollingworth et al. (2020) found that the transition from leaded to unleaded 

fuel by racetracks had the same effect on nearby students’ achievement as a family gaining 

$9,000 more in income, reducing the child’s class size by 10, or increasing per-pupil spending by 

$2,500 per year. Further, these effects were larger for impoverished or non-white families. Lead 

exposure is incredibly toxic, has a real, negative impact on measured intelligence and school 

achievement, and is far more common in children from Black families. Lead literally impairs 

brain function and is a potent example of a toxin physically suppressing children’s ability to 

develop their potential. 

Adverse Childhood Experiences. Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are traumatic 

events that occur in childhood and are linked to mental health problems, substance abuse, or 

negative educational outcomes (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). Results from 

a sample of more than 214,000 adults studied from 2011–2014 indicated that compared to their 

White peers, Black and Hispanic individuals experienced higher rates of sexual abuse, intimate 

partner violence, parental separation or divorce, and incarcerated household members (Merrick 

et al., 2018). Overall, individuals who identified as Black, Hispanic, or multiracial, or those who 

were unemployed, made less than $15,000 per year, or who identified as LGBTQ reported 

significantly higher levels of ACEs than comparison groups. Individuals who had experienced 
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four or more ACEs had five times the incidence of depression with 44% of this risk factor being 

attributable to the high incidence of exposure to ACEs (Merrick et al., 2019). 

It is not surprising that exposure to abuse or violence has a negative effect on children, 

although some research has found that Black or Hispanic children are more resilient to ACEs 

than their White peers (Schilling et al., 2007). Koenen et al. (2003) studied a sample of 1,115 

twins to isolate the effect that domestic violence has on measured IQ. When compared to 

mothers who reported no domestic violence, low, medium, and high levels of domestic violence 

were associated with a less-than one, five-, and eight-point suppression in measured IQ, 

respectively. Although only ~4% of the variance in IQ could be directly attributed to the 

exposure to domestic violence, a further 29% was attributable to the non-shared environment of 

the two twins, further highlighting the importance of environment on cognitive ability. Even in 

cases of identical twins, domestic violence resulted in lower IQ, a clear case of an environmental 

factor decreasing an individual’s innate potential.  

Police Violence. In one of the most-relevant and timely examples of the negative effects 

specific ACEs can have, Ang (2021) analyzed data from more than 700,000 high school students 

in one large, urban district from 2002 to 2017. Eighty-six percent of students in this district 

identified as either Black or Hispanic, 69% qualified for subsidized meals, and fewer than 10% 

of the students’ parents were college educated. Ang found that student proximity to police 

violence had a significant and persistent negative effect on school attendance, GPA, high school 

graduation, college attendance, and mental health. In the three semesters following a police 

shooting, average GPAs decreased by 0.04, 0.08, and 0.07 points, respectively, and rates of 

students diagnosed as having emotional-behavioral disorders also increased. Even more 

illustrative of the trauma caused by this form of violence, the effect on student GPA was worse 
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when it was a police-involved killing rather than a criminal homicide, and the effect was also 

worse if the victim was unarmed. Students who lived nearby were twice as likely to report 

feeling unsafe outside of a school the year after a killing. These findings are all the more 

consequential because the effects were negligible for White and Asian students, further 

highlighting the negative burden that some students carry because of their ethnicity/race.  

All of the negative experiences listed thus far are (a) disproportionally experienced by 

students of color and (b) can result in differences on many cognitive or school-related outcomes. 

Imagine a child who is screened for gifted and talented identification in Grade 3. Had she grown 

up in the absence of the forms of institutional racism described thus far, her true score might very 

well have resulted in an observed score that got her identified. But ability, aptitude, or potential 

do not just lay dormant in the face of negative environmental factors. Some children in a third-

grade screening will not be identified because their potential has withered due to lack of 

opportunity and a host of negative life experiences. As I will discuss later on, combatting this 

source of inequity will take much more than different kinds of gifted identification protocols.  

Positive Life Experiences 

Prenatal Care. Not only do environmental inputs come into play before children start 

school, but they can have an effect even before children are born. In an analysis of all births in 

2016, Osterman and Martin (2018) found that 1.1% of White mothers received no prenatal care 

compared to 3% of Black mothers, 3.3% of Native American mothers, and 2.1% of Hispanic 

mothers. Even for those who do receive care, White mothers were far more likely to start that 

care in the first trimester (82.3%) compared to Black, Native American, or Hispanic mothers 

(66.5%, 63%, and 72% respectively). Relatedly, data collected on births in California from 2005 

to 2014 showed that Black women were nearly 2.5 times as likely to give birth to a low 
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birthweight infant compared to White women (Ratnasiri et al., 2018). Low birthweight has a 

substantial, negative impact on school outcomes (Chatterji et al., 2014). 

Prenatal care is a useful example of the barriers that can prevent someone from accessing 

resources. There are many factors that go into a person attending prenatal care visits: having 

health insurance to pay for it, having transportation to go to the numerous appointments, 

knowing that prenatal care exists and is important, and having access to a healthcare provider 

with whom you feel comfortable. Even the most well-meaning and motivated parents in the 

world will not attend prenatal visits if they do not know they exist, cannot afford them, have no 

transportation to attend them, or feel judged or discriminated against by their provider. None of 

these is the fault of the individual. Instead, they reflect broader societal perspectives on whether 

prenatal care and access should be universally available.  

Parental Expenditures on Education. Particularly prior to children beginning formal, 

public education, most of the education they receive comes through what their parents or 

caregivers can provide. Even when this education comes in the form of something like 

formalized childcare, it is still made available based on parental resources. Kornrich (2016) 

tracked parental spending on children from 1972 to 2010. In 1980, parents in the bottom 20% of 

family income reported spending just under $1,000 per child on things like childcare, 

enrichment, books, games, toys, and babysitting. For the same year, parents in the top 10% 

reported spending approximately $3,500 on the same things, a difference of $2,500 or 3.5 times 

as much their lower-income peers. In 2008, the spending for families in the bottom 20% 

remained unchanged at approximately $1,000 per child. For families in the top 10%, those 

expenditures had risen to almost $9,000 per child. As disparate as these investments are, likely 
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they are gross underestimates of what some people are paying in terms of early learning and 

enrichment for their children.  

The Economic Policy Institute maintains an interactive database of childcare costs by 

state as well as other costs such as housing and college (https://www.epi.org/child-care-costs-in-

the-united-states/). In my home state of Wisconsin, as of July 2019, the average cost for a year of 

childcare for an infant was $12,567. The cost for a four-year old was $10,197 and both of these 

childcare costs were more than average annual college tuition or what the average family spends 

on a year of housing. These numbers represent a concrete example of differential opportunity to 

learn that is directly related to family income. Some children are born into homes with abundant 

resources and are then immersed in highly-enriched learning environments for the first four years 

of their lives, years that are very important in a child’s development (National Research Council, 

2015). Others have fewer opportunities either because opportunities cost money or because 

opportunities are not available in their communities. The end result is a population of students 

that begins formal education with a wide range in their achievement readiness (Reardon & 

Portilla, 2016), gaps which are very difficult to close (Reardon, 2011).  

Family income, parental education, and cultural capital also play more direct roles in the 

gifted identification process. The 2014–2015 State of the States Report (National Association for 

Gifted Children, 2015) indicated that the most common time for gifted identification to occur 

was following a parent or teacher referral. This point means that parents with the cultural capital 

to advocate for their student’s identification are more likely to have a student who is identified as 

gifted. The myriad ways that parents are able to insert themselves into the identification process 

may help explain the substantial SES differences in identification rates documented by Grissom 

et al. (2019). Card and Giuliano (2016) found that a system in which all students are screened or 



GIFTED EDUCATION EQUITY 

 

16 

considered for gifted identification—thereby removing parental advocacy as a component in the 

gifted process—is far more equitable. This option will be discussed below. 

Childcare Access. Differences in parental income and expenditures play out as 

differences in access to and enrollment in high-quality, early childhood education. Children from 

Black families are enrolled in full-day pre-school programs at the highest rate (42% as of 2017) 

compared to their Hispanic (23%) or White (29%) peers (Bassok et al., 2016). Children from 

White (27%) and Hispanic (23%) families have similar levels of enrollment in part-time 

preschool, but the same cannot be said for Black (14%) children. Further, Hispanic children have 

the highest levels of no preschool enrollment.  

Bassok et al. (2016) analyzed both waves of the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study 

(ECLS-K:1999 and ECLS-K:2011) to evaluate differences in early childhood educational 

experiences between 1998 and 2010. One of the most-striking findings was that 7% fewer of the 

lowest-income children were in formal, center-based childcare in 2010 than were in 1998. 

Instead, in 2010 there was a 6% increase in parental care that was not mirrored at any other 

income level. Although children can have wonderful learning experiences while at home with a 

parent, these experiences can also be more variable if the parent is caring for multiple children, is 

trying to work while caring for a child, or does not have the education or training to provide their 

child with developmentally appropriate early learning experiences.  

Summary. Demographic group membership is associated with different rates of 

exposure to both positive and negative life experiences in the U.S. Students of color, particularly 

those in urban centers, are more-likely to be exposed to lead or police violence, whereas White 

or Asian students are more likely to come from higher-income families and be the recipients of 

high levels of parental spending on their development. These differences in exposure to 
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environmental factors mean that the field of gifted education should not expect proportionality in 

its service populations. The field should strive for greater equity in all areas of education and 

should take action to make it happen, but equal outcomes will not occur in the face of such 

unequal inputs.  

2. Thus far in the history of the field, most of the efforts to combat disproportional 

representation have focused on solving the wrong problem.  

Although assessment instruments are convenient targets to vilify, there is no compelling 

evidence suggesting that they play a major role in underrepresentation in gifted and 

talented education programs. Thus, blaming tests for underrepresentation is neither useful 

nor accurate and distracts us from focusing on the underlying cause. (Erwin & Worrell, 

2011, p. 84)  

Many solutions to disproportionality have been proposed, some have been evaluated 

empirically, and few have shown any effect at scale. Many of these efforts have focused on using 

alternative methods to locate or identify students for gifted programs. Examples of such efforts 

include a push to use nonverbal tests (e.g., Naglieri & Ford, 2003) and wider use of teacher 

rating scales (Hunsaker, 1994; Peterson, 1999) as well as performance-based identification 

systems (e.g., Teacher Observation of Potential in Students; Harradine et al., 2013). All of these 

alternative methods fall under the “use different tests” approach (Peters & Engerrand, 2016), 

because they all involve moving away from traditional measures of academic ability or 

achievement.  

In an extreme application of this approach, the University of California System has 

dropped the ACT and SAT from its admissions process over concerns of ethnic/racial 

disproportionality in the student body, despite a 228-page task force report showing that using 
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such tests, in fact, helped increase Black, Hispanic, and Native American enrollment. Instead, 

the University of California system plans to develop a different test for use in admissions 

decisions. The problem is that doing so does nothing to combat longstanding, societal 

contributions to disproportionality, such as children’s lead exposure in low-income 

neighborhoods. None of the different test efforts combat what the UC report noted as the vast 

disparities in quality of California’s K–12 schools. None of them undo the effects of racism or 

the neurodevelopmental effects of poverty. In short, they do not address the root causes of the 

problem. Instead, they attack the mirror that is simply a reflection of the inequality in American 

society.  

Two other approaches to increasing equity in gifted education have shown greater 

success despite still not addressing the underlying problems of inequality and institutional 

racism. In universal consideration (Lee et al., 2020; Plucker & Peters, 2016), all students are 

assessed for gifted and talented service eligibility rather than relying on any kind of two-phase 

system wherein students are only considered if they are first referred or nominated. In research 

by McBee et al. (2016) and Card and Giuliano (2016), equity improved as a result of universal 

consideration or its related cousin, universal screening. Similarly, Peters et al. (2019b) and 

Carman et al. (2018) found that using building norms in the identification process greatly 

improved the diversity of students identified as gifted. Building norms are a form of local norms 

in which students are identified based on how they compare to all other students in the same 

grade level at their school, rather than to a national norm. This method works to improve equity 

by changing the focus of gifted education. Instead of identifying the highest performers in the 

nation, the highest performers within each building are identified, resulting in serving the 

students most in need of additional challenge in that particular building. Although these efforts 
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do not directly mitigate the effects of institutional racism any more than different tests do, they 

do result in increased access and opportunity in the identification process.   

Universal consideration helps mitigate underrepresentation by missing fewer students. In 

cases where students must first be nominated before being tested for gifted eligibility, some 

students are not identified simply because they were never nominated in the first place. These are 

students whose observed scores are high enough for them to be identified, but because of barriers 

in the identification process, they are never considered. These system-based challenges do 

contribute to underrepresentation in identification, but fixing these systems will not fully close 

the gap because such fixes will only help catch students whose scores have not been suppressed 

by ACEs or lack of opportunities as described above. Similarly, even if nonverbal tests reduce 

the level of English language proficiency necessary to do well on a test, this only solves the 

problem of one type of assessment bias and not the underlying barriers caused by larger societal 

inequality. Even in systems of universal consideration, underrepresentation still exists because of 

the systematic inequality discussed earlier. Truly mitigating differential identification rates 

across groups requires interventions to address score gaps that arise out of differential exposure 

to both positive and negative life experiences.  

It is important to emphasize that schools should be responsive to the culture of the 

students they serve. The gifted and talented offerings in Elgin, Illinois are a good example of 

responsiveness where, due to a large ELL population, the district offers dual-language gifted 

services (Wells, 2020). Similarly, helping teachers reflect on their own implicit biases and 

helping schools design systems that are less exclusionary are both good ideas. These changes 

have led many researchers within the field to develop rating scales that might help make 

identification decisions less culturally loaded (e.g., Gentry et al., 2015). The lingering issue is 
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that although potentially valuable, none of these efforts addresses the root cause of 

disproportionality in K–12 gifted and talented programs and services: the underlying inequality 

of opportunity and institutional racism that exists within schools and within society more 

broadly.  

3. Too often, cutting gifted services is seen as the equitable approach. 

Many in the field of gifted education have been confronted with the myth that gifted kids 

will make it on their own—that they require no special services in order to flourish. It is 

important to understand that although some gifted kids likely will make it on their own without 

gifted education in public, K–12 schools—that is, the gifted kids who have the most cultural, 

social, and economic capital—there are many other gifted kids who will not. Excellence gaps 

(Plucker et al., 2013) provide an excellent example of this Matthew effect (Ceci & Papierno, 

2005). Despite relatively spartan services across the country for all advanced learners, including 

a complete absence of national policy, advanced achievement rates for Asian and White students 

and upper income students have been climbing for years.  

According to the 2017–2018 United States Office of Civil Rights data, only 9% of 

schools in South Dakota have any of their students served by a gifted program. Despite this fact, 

in 2019, 9% of South Dakota students who were not eligible for free or reduced-price lunch 

(FRPL) scored in the advanced range on the Grade 4 NAEP for mathematics compared to 2% of 

students who were eligible for FRPL. The number of students not eligible for FRPL scoring 

advanced has grown for decades; in 2000, zero students eligible for FRPL scored advanced 

compared to 4% of students not eligible. These same excellence gaps exist between White 

students and underrepresented students of color. Clearly, some students are doing fine on their 

own, but not all students are. Too many districts with majority-minority student populations see 
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gifted or advanced learning programs as racist, elitist, or just not important, so they offer fewer 

of them (see Gentry et al., 2019, for an example of gifted education in Title I schools; see 

Morton & Riegle-Crumb, 2020, for an example of who has access to eighth-grade algebra).  

What growing excellence gaps show is that offering less gifted education does not 

translate into greater equity. When a child needs something that is not provided by the school, if 

parents cannot provide it via their own resources, the child simply goes without. If a child whose 

parents are used to spending $20,000 a year on her education is going underchallenged in school, 

then her parents will open-enroll her in a different district. Welsch et al. (2010) documented that 

open-enrolling parents tend to be higher income. Alternatively, these parents will pay for an 

online learning program or a private tutor. When the children of high-SES parents need 

something, the parents will get it. When those children are underchallenged in school, the parents 

have the means to assure they are challenged outside of school. Conversely, when a student who 

lives in poverty is underchallenged in a school that focuses solely on remediation, she is likely to 

remain underchallenged, thus exacerbating excellence gaps and disparities in gifted 

identification.  

School district officials think they are mitigating inequality by reducing their advanced 

course offerings when, in reality, they are more likely having the opposite effect. The problem in 

education is similar to the one in childcare or healthcare in America. If a family has the 

resources, then they can receive excellent childcare or the highest-quality healthcare. If they live 

in poverty, which a disproportionate number of children of color do, they do not have access to 

the same opportunities. In childcare, the result is large disparities in kindergarten readiness 

(Magnuson & Waldfogel, 2005; Reardon & Portilla, 2016). Similarly, unequal access to 
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advanced learning results in large and growing excellence gaps both in the form of academic 

achievement and also in underrepresentation in gifted and talented services.  

To be clear, some gifted services should go away – at least in terms of only allowing 

gifted students to participate. Too often services that would benefit many students are restricted 

to a few, not because others would not benefit, but simply because the others are not identified as 

gifted. Parents have shared stories of students being denied access to creative problem-solving 

programs because their nonverbal ability scores were not high enough. Similarly, I have worked 

with districts where a third-grade student was denied any gifted services in mathematics, despite 

having mastered high-school level mathematics content, simply because although he was 

academically advanced in the subject, he did not qualify as gifted using the state criteria. Such 

practices are needlessly inequitable and illogical, but they should not damn all advanced learning 

opportunities. 

What Needs to Happen? 

 Combatting inequity in gifted education requires mitigating both access gaps and 

opportunity gaps. Addressing these gaps should be done at multiple levels, which can be divided 

into three categories: low-hanging fruit, longer-term commitments by schools, and major societal 

changes. Low-hanging fruit are things that can be done with today’s students and with the least 

cost, at least when compared to the other options. Some of these efforts go beyond mitigating 

opportunity gaps and, instead, are focused at just improving identification systems in general 

(i.e., reducing assessment error). Longer-term commitments are efforts that need to be taken to 

develop prerequisite skills earlier on in school so that more students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds are identified for and successful in advanced learning opportunities. And finally, 
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major societal changes are the big hurdles and governmental investments that would be needed 

to truly close the opportunity gaps that are at the heart of inequity in gifted education.  

Low-Hanging Fruit 

Low-hanging fruit for increasing equity within gifted and talented programs should start 

with reframing what it means to be gifted and then screening all students who might benefit from 

advanced learning opportunities. In short, this option involves universal consideration with local, 

building-level norms, especially early on in school (Worrell & Dixon, 2018). Gifted and talented 

services should be seen as a path to challenge students who are not being challenged through 

existing services. Since most services are provided at the school level, the goal should be to 

identify those students in every building who are most likely to go underchallenged (Peters & 

Borland, 2020). Local norms not only align better with the goal of gifted programs, but they also 

have dramatic effects on equity. Carman et al. (2018) found that applying building norms in in 

one of the largest school districts in the country would nearly eliminate underrepresentation for 

Hispanic students and those classified as English language learners, while also dramatically 

narrowing identification gaps for Black students or those eligible for FRPL. Implementing 

building norms also carries a powerful message—that there are gifted kids in every school, not 

just in wealthy schools in the suburbs. Local building norms could be implemented tomorrow in 

most states, with some (e.g., Illinois, New Jersey) already including them in state definitions.  

Although using building norms represents an easier path to improving equity than 

eliminating institutional racism, there are challenges to their implementation. As described 

above, the parents with the most social capital are likely the ones most involved with school 

policy decisions and also the ones most likely to have their students identified under the current 

paradigm. Peters et al. (2019b) showed that building norms would result in fewer White and 
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Asian American students identified—though they would still be disproportionally 

overidentified—under a building norms system. In addition to costing more money because far 

more students are tested, universal consideration and local norm policies bring out concerns of 

“watering down” services or no longer serving students who are truly gifted (Peters et al., in 

press). Although these are very real challenges that will require dedicated and open 

communication on the part of schools, they are far simpler than the major societal changes 

needed to bring equity to gifted education.       

Universal consideration is important for another reason; it bypasses the teacher 

nomination phase in the identification process (Fish, 2016). The most common time for gifted 

identification to take place is following a parent or teacher referral (National Association for 

Gifted Children, 2015). Starck et al. (2020) found that teachers are just as likely to hold pro-

White implicit and explicit biases as anyone else. Grissom and Redding (2016) found that Black 

students who were in classrooms with same-race teachers were more likely to be identified as 

gifted. Rather than try to eliminate the potential for bias in teachers, an alternative solution is to 

remove teachers from the identification process altogether via universal consideration. Universal 

consideration has been useful in college admissions. For every 1,000 students from low-income 

families who scored college-ready prior to 2007, the universal (consideration) ACT policy 

identified another 480 in the state of Michigan (Hyman, 2017). Similarly, Project EXCITE used 

multiple data points collected on all students in order to identify talent that might not be evident 

to a teacher asked to provide recommendations (Olszewski-Kubilius et al., 2017). Harradine et 

al. (2014) described using the USTARS Teacher Observation of Potential in Students for 

teachers to rate all students. Having teachers rate all students avoided the errors that result from 

selective teacher ratings (when only some students are rated) and also reduced some potential 
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rater bias through the inclusion of a structured rubric. Too often, students are missed not because 

they would not benefit from a gifted service, but rather because they were never considered in 

the first place. Universal consideration combats that particular source of error, which 

disproportionately disadvantages students from traditionally underrepresented groups.  

Universal consideration also means that alternative pathways are eliminated if they only 

serve to exacerbate inequity. Allowing parents to obtain outside testing or putting in place 

policies that allow parents to override universal consideration data to place their child in the 

talent pool only serve to make inequity worse. Families should not be able to access a back door 

to gifted identification by virtue of their cultural or socioeconomic capital.    

Longer-Term Actions by Schools 

Low-hanging fruit will not solve the problem because, as noted earlier, they actually do 

nothing to actually combat the root causes of disproportionality. In addition to these efforts, 

schools and communities need to frontload early learning experiences for students who come 

from less-privileged backgrounds. Ceci and Papierno (2005) made clear that closing any kind of 

opportunity or achievement gap will involve providing an intervention to some students (the 

disadvantaged students) and not to others. Plucker and Peters (2016) described such efforts as 

frontloading, where interventions are provided early on in school, targeted toward a specific 

group with the goal of overcoming opportunity gaps and repaying an education debt.  

Such efforts are not a new concept in gifted education. In their 2017 Gifted Child 

Quarterly Paper of the Year on Project EXCITE, Olszewski-Kubilius et al. described an 

intervention to increase the number of Black students taking advanced coursework in high school 

by starting frontloaded, talent development interventions in third grade. Similarly, the Fairfax 

County, Virginia school district runs an entire Young Scholars program to nurture talent and 
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prepare students for rigorous coursework (Horn, 2015). Young Scholars has also been 

implemented through the Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education program in 

Kentucky, Oklahoma, and throughout New England. Because some students are not exposed to 

the kinds of opportunities necessary to develop their potential at home or before starting formal 

education, Young Scholars tries to provide such opportunities as part of K–12 school.  

Finally, the Elgin, Illinois school district operates an Access to Inquiry and Meaning 

program in targeted buildings in order to develop the potential in students who have not yet had 

opportunities to do so (Wells, 2020). Gifted specialists implement weekly thinking skills lessons 

in targeted second- and third-grade classrooms to develop student potential so that more of these 

students will benefit from additional advanced coursework later on. This work is not easy, nor is 

it cheap, but it is what is required to make real, lasting dents in inequity. On a positive note, as 

evidenced by the states and districts above, gifted education researchers have been engaging in 

these frontloading programs for more than a decade. The field of gifted education has 

implemented programs to actually mitigate opportunity gaps and this is an area in which past 

successes can serve as a model for more schools.   

The challenge with frontloading is that it can be seen as a doubling of the workload of a 

gifted and talented department or teacher. Can gifted and talented resource specialists who are 

already focused on challenging students who were already underchallenged take on the task of 

frontloading learning experiences for a new set of students? This challenge is why such efforts 

are not considered low-hanging fruit and why too often equity efforts have focused on trying to 

find the right test that solves the problem of gifted identification. Gifted resource teachers are 

finite. If the goal is challenging students who, often because of privileged upbringing, are 

underchallenged while at the same time developing the potential of less-privileged students to 
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close equity gaps, then additional resources will be needed. Educators value equity, but are 

pulled in two different directions with regards to advanced learning. An investment of staff and 

money is required for K–12 schools to make a dent in disproportionality in gifted education. 

Because advanced or above-grade level learning is such a low priority for schools and one that 

carries considerable costs, such efforts have not taken off in most K–12 systems.  

Major Societal Changes 

A much more radical interpretation of equal opportunity might call for equalizing the 

conditional of the development of talent throughout society so that all children enjoy the 

same material and cultural advantages. (Hartigan & Wigdor, 1989, p. 33)  

All of the efforts to mitigate inequity in gifted education described so far are band-aids on 

a larger problem – treatments for the symptoms, but not the disease. The disease consists of 

societal inequality, unequal access to the kinds of opportunities that advance human 

development, and systemic, institutional racism. That there should be proportionality in gifted 

education given the current state of inequality is a perfect example of a noble lie – something 

nearly everyone wants to be true, because it will not require anyone or anything to change or 

make any personal sacrifices, but due to the massive inequalities and institutional racism in 

society, it simply is not.  

Grissom and Redding (2016) found that after controlling for mathematics and reading 

achievement, the gap in gifted identification between White and Hispanic and White and Asian 

students all but disappeared. The disproportional overrepresentation by Asian students and 

disproportional underrepresentation by Hispanic students was almost completely explained by 

achievement differences. However, as noted earlier, these gaps remained for Black students. 

What this says is that there is room to improve existing identification systems, such as the low-
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hanging fruit of removing teacher referrals from the identification process, but that such low-

hanging fruit will not completely close the gaps because many of them are due to differences in 

achievement. These differences are not due to biased assessments of achievement, but rather 

stem from larger societal inequality.   

Large-scale societal changes will be required to achieve lasting equity within gifted 

education. For example, reductions in childhood poverty and lead exposure as well as increases 

in access to high-quality early childhood education (Garcia & Weis, 2017) would be long-term 

efforts aimed at reducing barriers, as would improving access to healthcare (Ickovics et al., 

2014). Reducing exposure to negative stressors, such as adverse childhood experiences, police 

violence, and concentrated poverty are the long-term efforts most likely to result in greater 

equity of representation in gifted and talented services. Major societal changes should also 

include diversifying the teacher work force. Although universal consideration might remove 

teacher bias from the identification process, it does nothing to provide culturally-responsive 

talent development opportunities to the students of color who are now the majority of the 

American K–12 public school population (de Brey et al., 2019). 

Cashin (2014) described how American schools typically do the opposite of what is 

needed to achieve equity by clustering high-poverty students together with less-experienced, 

overworked teachers and fewer resources. This system only serves to exacerbate inequity. In his 

book, Toward Excellence with Equity, Ferguson (2007) outlined four input goals necessary to 

what he describes as “youth development” – key policy targets to further excellence with equity: 

“High-quality parenting, high-quality teaching, high-quality youth peer cultures, and high-quality 

community supports” (pp. 289–290). Although targeted at youth development, these are also the 

kinds of major cultural changes needed in society to produce educational equity.  
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Less any reader think that a major social change is impossible, it has actually happened 

before1. In 1965, the American poverty rate for people over age 65 was close to 30%. It fell 

steadily for the next 30 years and has been close to 10% ever since. Compare this to the poverty 

rate for children, which has been close to 20% since the early 1980s (Burkhauser et al., 2019). 

What caused this precipitous drop in the poverty rate for seniors? In 1965, the Social Security 

Act was passed establishing Medicare and Medicaid, thereby eliminating a major life stressor in 

lack of access to healthcare that was also a major driver of poverty among the elderly. Such 

major societal changes have happened before and can happen again. Although inequity in gifted 

education is not just about poverty, reducing poverty will increase access to learning 

opportunities while also reducing a number of negative life stressors. Providing access to high-

quality early learning experiences to all children, regardless of race, income, or social class, 

while also reducing negative environmental factors that are disproportionately experienced by 

some demographic groups is the pathway most likely to result in narrowed racial disparities, 

including those seen in gifted education.  

Conclusion 

A final victory is an accumulation of many short-term encounters. To lightly dismiss a 

success because it does not usher in a complete order of justice is to fail to comprehend 

the process of achieving full victory. It underestimates the value of confrontation and 

dissolves the confidence both of a partial victory by which new efforts are powered. 

(King, 1968, p. 13).  

The field of gifted education has never been more focused on equity. Equity is a major 

topic at conferences and in scholarly journals. The field also has had successes in using 

 
1 Credit to Jonathan Plucker for first using this example  
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frontloading of experiences to reduce excellence gaps (e.g., Robinson et al., 2018) and ways to 

miss fewer students through expanded identification systems. In just the last 10 years, major 

progress has been made. But the field of gifted education should avoid false dichotomies: the 

existence of disproportionality does not make gifted services inherently racist, nor should 

ongoing inequity be seen as acceptable. Scholars in the field are much more aware of the 

problem of inequity and substantial efforts are being expended to try and mitigate the issue. The 

most important requirement in moving these efforts forward is that they focus on the actual 

problems – that is, inequality, systemic racism, and the lack of access to talent development 

opportunities. Gifted education has had a number of small-scale successes in improved 

identification practices and in frontloading opportunities to equalize opportunities. Hopefully, 

these successful practices are pitstops on the road to a final victory.    
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