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Series Editors’ Foreword



The School-Based Practice in Action Series grew out of a discussion between us several years ago while attending a professional conference. At that time, we were each at different points in our careers, yet we both realized and faced the same challenges for education and serving children and families. Acknowledging the transformations facing the educational system, we shared a passion and vision in ensuring quality services to schools, students, and families. This vision involved increasing the strong knowledge base of practitioners together with an impact on service delivery. This would require the need to understand theory and research, albeit we viewed the most critical element as having the needed resources bridging empirical knowledge to the process of practice. Thus, our goal for the School-Based Practice in Action series has been to truly offer resources for readers that are based on sound research and principles and can be set directly “into action.”
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Each book in our series offers information in a practice-friendly manner and has a companion CD with reproducible and usable materials. Within the text, readers will find a specific icon that will cue them to documents available on the accompanying CD. These resources are designed to have a direct impact on transitioning research and knowledge into the day-to-day functions of school-based practitioners. We recognize that the implementation of programs and the changing of roles come with challenges and barriers, and as such, these may take on various forms depending on the context of the situation and the voice of the practitioner. To that end, the books of the School-Based Practice in Action series may be used in their entirety and present form for a number of practitioners; however, for others, these books will help them find new ways to move toward effective action and new possibilities. No matter which style fits your practice, we hope that these books will influence your work and professional growth.

In this book, Tom Power and Kathy Bradley-Klug have brought us valuable information about the impact of health disorders on children’s academic, social, and emotional progress. This up to date knowledge is critical to all individuals working with children in the school setting. The innovative ideas for intervention and prevention strategies are practical for school based practice yet based in strong theoretical foundations and research. Although this is not a simple issue to address within school settings, Power and Bradley-Klug are able to clearly identify and articulate the information needed for school personnel to be responsive and effective. In addition they offer valuable resources for grant writing, manuscript critiquing, and journal article preparation.

We are delighted to have this resource be a part of the School-Based Practice in Action Series, and we trust this will be a valuable resource for those working in schools. Drs. Power and Bradley-Klug are leaders in the field of pediatric school psychology and we are honored to have had the opportunity to work together.

We must extend our gratitude to Mr. Dana Bliss and Routledge Publishing for their support and belief in the School-Based Practice in Action series. Their openness to listen to our ideas and thoughts made this series possible. We hope that you enjoy reading and implementing the materials in this book and the rest of the series as much as we have enjoyed working with the authors on developing these resources. Best wishes in your work with schools, children, and families.

Rosemary B. Mennuti, EdD, NCSP

Ray W. Christner, PsyD, NCSP

Series Editors, School-Based Practice in Action Series
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One



Serving Gifted Students in the Schools



Introduction

Gifted students and gifted education remain controversial topics in the fields of psychology and education. The gifted also remains a controversial and not well understood group among the public. We have entered a new millennium and one might think that the controversies and debates that dominated the gifted field in the 20th century would have by now been satisfactorily resolved. However, this is far from the case. Some of the questions that still engender confusion, debate, and even heated argument among educators, psychologists, school administrators, policy makers, and the public include the following:


	Who exactly are the gifted?

	In what ways are gifted students different from students who are not gifted?

	How should we go about identifying gifted students?

	What, if anything, should we do to promote their development?

	Are the gifted at unique or heightened risk for social or emotional problems?

	Do the gifted require a different approach to parenting?

	Do the gifted benefit from a distinctive approach to education?
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This book was written with these questions, and others, in mind; it is intended to provide psychologists, educators, and others with information about this unique population of high ability learners; who I like to call students of uncommon ability. This book was also written to provide school-based practitioners with evidence-based strategies and to encourage sound, thoughtful, best practices in serving gifted students. I hope that you, the reader, find the book informative and helpful in your work with this fascinating, often challenging, and at times perplexing group of students. The book includes resources found in an accompanying CD. For example, there is a resource on the CD entitled “Guidelines and recommendations for consulting in the schools on behalf of high ability students.” There are nine PowerPoint presentations on the CD that can be used as part of workshops or continuing professional development activities in the schools.

Brief History of the Gifted Field

Many excellent chapters and books have been written on the history of giftedness (e.g., Mönks, Heller, & Passow, 2000; A. Robinson & Clinkenbeard, 2008; Tannenbaum, 2000). The reader interested in obtaining a more in-depth discussion on the history of the gifted field is encouraged to peruse these and other excellent resources. What follows is an intentionally brief overview to provide a concise historical, cultural, and philosophical context for our understanding where the gifted field originated, where it is today, and where it might be heading in the future.

As far back as Confucius in China and Plato in Greece, philosophers wrote about “heavenly” (gifted) children. Their writings not only theorized on what high ability constituted, but also provided practical recommendations for how society should go about identifying and nurturing these special young citizens (Mönks et al., 2000). Early East Asian and Classical European traditions both embraced similar views that giftedness constituted a set of special attributes that we today would view as components of intellectual ability. And the concept of genius can be traced back to its classical roots (Heller, 1993).

We in the USA trace the early roots of attention to the gifted to the research conducted by Lewis Terman. You may recall that Professor Terman was a professor at Stanford University. He launched a large longitudinal study that followed a cohort of students from California schools. Terman asked teachers to nominate the two brightest students in their classroom, the youngest child in their class, and the brightest child from their classroom in the previous academic year. These children were tested, and those with IQ scores at or above 140 were included in the sample that he studied. Terman and his associates collected volumes of data on each of these students over the course of 50 years. He stated that the “twofold purpose of the project was, first of all, to find what traits characterize children of high IQ, and secondly, to follow them for as many years as possible to see what kind of adults they might become (Terman, 1954, p. 223; Terman & Oden, 1951, p. 21). Terman concluded that children of high IQ (140 or higher) are healthier, better adjusted, and higher achievers than unselected children (A. Robinson & Clinkenbeard, 2008).

Of course, there were other early scientific studies and writings on the gifted, such as Galton’s Hereditary Genius (1869) and Cattell’s A Statistical Study of American Men of Science (1906–1910) (Whipple, 1924). However, nothing quite captured the imagination and interest of the American public as did Terman’s Genetic Studies of Genius (1925; Mönks et al., 2000). More than perhaps any other individual, Terman’s work helped to define and conceptualize giftedness as analogous to high IQ. Almost 100 years later, Terman’s influence on the gifted field remains quite prominent.

Another influential figure in the history of the gifted field, and one of my professors during my graduate school days at the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, was James Gallagher. In 1960 Gallagher submitted a report to the Illinois Legislature whose purpose was “to review and summarize all of the information now available relating to the education of gifted children” (Gallagher, 1960, p. 3). Gallagher’s report, Analysis of Research on the Education of Gifted Children, concluded that “special programming for gifted children requires additional personnel and services” (p. 131). Almost 50 years later, Gallagher remained a vocal and compelling advocate for the special needs of the gifted. In the lead chapter that he authored for my Handbook of Giftedness in Children (2008b), Gallagher points out that only 2 cents out of every $100 spent on K-12 education in the USA supports the gifted, and that existing programs for the gifted do not reach nearly enough gifted students in America’s schools. He adds that special programs for the gifted are a low priority at all levels of government, the federal role in services to the gifted is all but nonexistent, and that “gifted students have been relatively ignored in educational programs such as No Child Left Behind” (and the more recent federal legislation, Reach for the Top) (Gallagher, 2008, p. 7).

A number of other individuals, of course, were influential in the development of the gifted field in the USA. Leta Hollingsworth (1886–1939), for example, played a prominent early role with her case studies into high IQ students in the New York City schools. Hollingsworth was a psychologist who practiced in New York City about the same time as Terman was a professor in California. Hollingsworth is author of the first textbook on gifted education, Gifted Children: Their Nature and Nurture (1926). She introduced a number of groundbreaking and clinically important ideas in the field that have remained current even today. For example, Hollingsworth raised the proposition that peer group difficulties increased for the gifted as their IQ scores increased, and that many gifted girls experienced challenges balancing competing social and intellectual interests (A. Robinson & Clinkenbeard, 2008). The fact that we still remain curious about whether the gifted have unique socio-emotional and interpersonal vulnerabilities (Pfeiffer & Stocking, 2000) and how gender impacts giftedness (Reis & Hébert, 2008) testifies to the early and prophetic genius of Hollingsworth.

Overall, the USA has been slow to respond to the educational needs of high ability students. Many feel that the ambivalence and disinclination of the federal government and many states to address the unique learning needs of gifted students is the result of society’s perception that they are already a privileged group who will do quite well without special funding or services (Stephens, 2011). Over the last 10 years, there has been, if anything, an increased emphasis away from excellence and promoting America’s brightest students toward a national goal of achieving minimal competency or basic proficiency among all students (Gallagher, 2004). As a result, our schools are directing the lion’s share of already scarce resources to underprivileged and underperforming students. Although a laudable goal, it has left many high ability students in the schools grossly underchallenged. No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2002) has been a major reform initiative in education that inadvertently impacted gifted education. NCLB has emphasized stronger accountability—which is good—but set as its goal that every child would perform on grade level by 2014. This served only to reinforce further the directing of existing resources to bringing low-performing students up to proficiency (Stephens, 2008), leaving no funds for high ability students. The moral principle underlying NCLB is equity for all students. This contrasts with the principle of excellence that undergirds gifted education. Equity as a foundational principle has been driving educational policy for decades (Gallagher, 2004). And yet the National Science Board (2010) recognizes this dilemma in American education. It stated in a report, “… the opportunity for excellence is a fundamental American value and should be afforded to all” (p. 5).

A student and I conducted a national survey of how state policies and practices define giftedness, identify gifted students, and accommodate for gifted minority group students (McClain & Pfeiffer, 2012). One of our findings was that substantial changes in definitions and categories of giftedness have occurred over the past decade. A second finding was that states vary considerably in how they go about identifying gifted and talented students in their schools. A majority of states use a 3%–5% cut-score for demarcating giftedness and endorse either a multiple cutoff or multiple cutoff or averaging approach to gifted decision making. No state presently advocates using a single score for identifying gifted students, an important and favorable finding if it actually is the state of practice at the local level.

A Few Prevailing Myths

I would now like to briefly introduce a few myths that persist in the gifted field. In 1982 a special issue of Gifted Child Quarterly was entitled, “Demythologizing gifted education” (Vol. 26, No. 1: Treffinger, 1982). This special issue appeared more than 20 years after James Gallagher’s publication, Analysis of Research on the Education of Gifted Children (Gallagher, 1960), and 10 years after the influential report submitted to Congress, Education of the Gifted and Talented. Report to Congress, better known as the Marland report (Marland, 1972). Many of the myths identified as having an impact on the gifted field almost 30 years ago still, unfortunately, continue to enjoy support and continue to influence—in a not very helpful way—the gifted field (Treffinger, 2009; Foley Nicpon & Pfeiffer, 2011).

Over the past few years, I have had the good fortune of leading professional development workshops at the annual meeting of the American Psychological Association on best practices in gifted identification (Pfeiffer, 2010, 2011). At these workshops, I have introduced three myths that are still widely accepted in the gifted field as truths.1 These are myths that, in my opinion, adversely impact our ability to provide scientifically supported and psycho-educationally useful services to gifted students. I will briefly discuss each of these myths next, that I contend remain particularly popular beliefs even today. Later in the book I will examine in more detail these myths. I should point out, and the reader will quickly realize, that these three myths are not unrelated or independent of one another. In my view, although somewhat distinct, they each share a common, underlying belief.


	Myth 1: Giftedness is something real.

	Myth 2: Giftedness is the same as high IQ.

	Myth 3: Once gifted, always gifted.



The first myth, that giftedness is something real, is a popular belief among both professionals and the lay public alike. Many individuals continue to believe that giftedness is real, something concrete, akin to height, weight, or hair color; analogous to medical conditions such as diabetes, spinal meningitis, or Autism Spectrum Disorder. The reality is that giftedness is a socially constructed concept, not anything real in nature like weight, hair color, or diabetes. “Giftedness is not a fact of nature, but, instead, a social construction” (Borland, 2009, p. 237). The concepts of normal, subnormal, and supernormal (or gifted) are human inventions, not discoveries of nature. Although we treat giftedness as real, something that children either have or do not have, something with an existence independent of our naming of it, it is nothing more than a social construction. It is an invented way of categorizing children (Borland, 2005).

Historically, each society has used the concept of giftedness as a label to explain and recognize those individuals who perform exceptionally well in whatever domains that society values. Cultural anthropologists remind us that what constitutes giftedness in a hunting-and-gathering society, for example, will differ markedly from what is viewed as giftedness in an agrarian, industrial, or post-industrial information and service-driven culture. It is not difficult to envision that a person considered gifted in one society—for example, an innovative and renowned Silicon Valley computer programmer—might not possess the requisite attributes or abilities to merit the gifted label in other societies or regions of the world.

This myth that giftedness is something real is no minor point. It has huge implications for how we view students of uncommon or exceptionally high ability—who we label the gifted. It has huge implications for how we go about identifying gifted students in the schools. And it has huge implications for the rules and regulations we establish for providing programs and services for those students who we deem as gifted.

The second myth, that giftedness is the same as high IQ, is another popular belief in Western society. This myth contends, quite simply, that “being gifted” means that you have a high IQ. Very few experts in the gifted field presently define giftedness as high IQ (Borland, 2009; Pfeiffer, 2012b), but a great many educators, school administrators, policy makers, parents, and the popular press still hold to this belief that high IQ equals giftedness. The myth is perpetuated, in part, by the related misguided belief among the public that the IQ is something real, and not a hypothetical construct.

James Borland is a leading authority in the gifted field, a provocative writer, and a self-proclaimed critic of the concept of the gifted child. He contends that the belief that giftedness equals high IQ is one of the reasons for the “chronic, severe underrepresentation of lower-socioeconomic status children and children from racial, ethnic, and linguistic minorities in gifted programs … using IQ as a determiner of giftedness or as a gatekeeper for gifted programs is a seriously misguided practice” (Borland, 2009, p. 237). Although I do not agree with Professor Borland that the IQ is without any value or merit in conceptualizing academic giftedness (as I will explain shortly), he does raise an important and valid cautionary note on the dangers and potential misuse of the IQ in defining giftedness. Borland writes, “The quantitative nature of IQs seems to beguile certain people into taking them far too seriously. It is not uncommon for educators to establish inflexible IQ cutoff scores for admission to gifted programs. This can result in absurdities such as admitting (and, thus, labeling as ‘gifted’) a student with a score of, say, 130 on an IQ test and not admitting (and, thus, labeling as ‘not gifted’) a student with a score of 129” (Borland, 2009, p. 237).

The nationwide survey that I earlier mentioned that examined each state’s policies, practices, and definitions for gifted students found that the great majority of states continue to use a high IQ score as the primary criterion for determining whether bright students qualify for and warrant being awarded the special term of “gifted” (McClain & Pfeiffer, 2012). Chapter 4 discusses in some detail the appropriate role of the IQ test in the identification of gifted students.

The third myth, once gifted, always gifted, is the “close relative” to the two earlier myths that giftedness is something real and giftedness is the same as high IQ. If one believes that giftedness is something real, and if one believes that giftedness is the same as high IQ, then it only makes sense also to believe that giftedness is something permanent. If one believes that giftedness is something real and an integral part of the individual, then it logically follows that this real and integral part of the person—such as handedness or blood type—remains an essential part of the person throughout his or her life.

This third belief is very likely the unstated reason why students identified with a high IQ score and classified as gifted in the early grades—as young as preschool or kindergarten—are typically not required to demonstrate subsequent evidence in the later grades that they are still gifted. A gifted classification is almost universally an open-ended ticket for a student to receive special gifted programs or resources throughout his or her school career, or at least through middle school in most school districts nationwide. I can think of no other classification [e.g., learning disabled, intellectually disabled, ADHD (Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder), SED (serious emotional disturbance), other health impaired] or special privilege (selection for junior varsity or varsity sports, debate team, theater, student council, cheer leading, orchestra or band, student newspaper) bestowed upon a student in our public schools that carries such advantage and privilege. There are federal and state statutes that require students classified with a special education exceptionality to be reevaluated (Stephens, 2008, 2011; Thompson & Morris, 2008). And, of course, any student who qualifies and is selected to be a member of a competitive athletic team or other extracurricular activity in a school must continue to demonstrate evidence that he or she is entitled to continue to be a member of that team or group. His or her membership is rarely guaranteed throughout his or her entire school career. Only the gifted enjoy this uniquely special license. I suspect that this is based on the prevailing belief that once an individual is gifted, he or she is always gifted. There would be no need to reevaluate the student who is determined to be gifted if an individual is always gifted. And there would be little reason to screen for “missed” students who were not identified in the earlier grades as gifted since you are either gifted or not gifted at birth.

Many educators, the lay public, and even the media continue to believe that ability and aptitude are predetermined, firmly set at birth, and unchanging. The great preponderance of scientific evidence, however, indicates that intelligence is not a state of being; it is not fixed or undeviating. IQ accounts for a substantial but not nearly a majority of the reliable variance in a student’s academic performance or real-world success (Neisser et al., 1996; Nisbett, 2009). Giftedness is, as I earlier pointed out, a social construction, not anything real in nature. It is a potentially useful way to categorize a group of students of uncommon ability who display exceptional aptitude or promise in one or more culturally valued domains. “There is no single homogeneous group of gifted children and adults, and giftedness is developmental, not fixed at birth” (Reis & Renzulli, 2009a, p. 233).

This intentionally brief discussion of three prevailing myths in the gifted field naturally leads to the question: “Well then, who exactly are the gifted and how should we conceptualize giftedness?” This is a very good question which we explore next.

Ways of Conceptualizing Giftedness

There are many different ways to conceptualize giftedness. There are educational conceptualizations, political conceptualizations, philosophic conceptualizations, and psychometrically driven conceptualizations. No one conceptualization is correct. They are all simply different ways to view individuals who are in some way special or unique.

These different conceptualizations or models have been proposed by a number of leading authorities in the gifted field. The different gifted conceptualizations vary in their level of sophistication and in how easily they can be translated into psycho-educational and classroom practice. A few of the conceptualizations include Julian Stanley’s mathematically and verbally precocious model (SMPY), Howard Gardner’s multiple intelligences model, Tracy Cross and Larry Coleman’s (Coleman & Cross, 2001) school-based conceptualization, Francoys Gagné’s developmental, differentiated model of giftedness and talent (DMGT), Joseph Renzulli’s three ring conception of giftedness, Nancy Robinson’s psychometric model, and Robert Sternberg’s wisdom, intelligence, creativity, synthesized (WISCS) model. More will be said about these and other gifted models in Chapter 2.

Each of the gifted models presents unique ideas that help practitioners more easily understand and communicate what is meant by students of uncommon or exceptional ability and promise. As I will discuss in the next chapter, these models differ in important ways. For example, one important way in which the models differ is whether they contend that giftedness should refer to evidence of potential for future extraordinary performance or accomplishment, or evidence of present exceptional ability or achievement. Other ways in which the gifted models differ are in terms of how much weight they each place on the relative role of nature vs. nurture, how we should go about identifying students who might be gifted, and how special gifts and talents develop. These are not insignificant differences, and they carry important educational, clinical, and policy implications. We will revisit these very points in the next chapter and throughout the book.

There is consensus among most of the authorities within the gifted field that giftedness should be viewed as specific, that the expression of giftedness occurs within a particular domain (R. E. Mayer, 2005). I agree with this viewpoint, at least when we consider gifted students beginning around the 3rd or 4th grade. In preschool and in the early grades, one could make a compelling argument, in my opinion, that giftedness—or rather the prediction of academic giftedness—is not specific to a particular domain but rather more a reflection of general intellectual ability. For example, most would agree that a child who is reading at age 3 or playing competitive chess by age 6 is gifted (Pfeiffer, 2012b).

Tripartite Model of Giftedness

Over the course of my work with high ability students I have developed a conceptual model for academic giftedness that I call the tripartite model of giftedness. This model provides three different ways to view students with uncommon, advanced, or exceptionally high ability. The tripartite model offers three different ways to identify and array special educational programs for these three different types of high ability students. In essence, the tripartite model incorporates three distinct but complementary lenses through which one can view academic giftedness. Remember what I emphasized earlier, that giftedness is a social construction, not something real. The three different views that are the foundation of the tripartite model are simply three alternative ways to consider grouping students of uncommon or high ability.


	Giftedness Through the Lens of High Intelligence

	Giftedness Through the Lens of Outstanding Accomplishments

	Giftedness Through the Lens of Potential to Excel



The first perspective, the High Intelligence viewpoint, is familiar to most readers. From this perspective, an IQ test or its proxy is used to identify students who are functioning at a certain level considerably above average intellectually. Other tests or procedures can supplement or replace the IQ test, but the criterion for high intelligence giftedness is based on compelling evidence that the student is advanced intellectually when compared with his or her peers. This first gifted perspective can follow a general (g) or multi-dimensional view of intelligence [e.g., Cattell-Horn-Carroll (CHC), Structure of Intellect, multiple intelligences]. It can even be based on a neuroanatomical model of giftedness; recent work, for example, has postulated that more intelligent children demonstrate a more plastic cortex, with an initial acceleration and prolonged phase of cortical increase, followed by a period of vigorous cortical thinning by early adolescence (Shaw et al., 2006). Gifted educators, school administrators, psychologists, parents, and even neurologists who embrace this perspective tend to view giftedness and high IQ as something that is primarily genetic and fairly well established at birth. Adherents of this first perspective tend to de-emphasize the role of learning or the acquisition of skills over time and through experience (although many authorities who embrace this perspective do recognize the importance of experience and learning) (e.g., Gottfredson, 1997, 1998). This first perspective is often, although not always, identified with the myth I earlier mentioned: “once gifted, always gifted.”

The rationale for gifted programs based on viewing giftedness through the lens of a high IQ is that students with superior intelligence need and/or are entitled to advanced, intellectually challenging, and/or more fast-paced academic material not typically found in the regular classroom. Gifted education, based on a High Intelligence perspective, consists of a highly accelerated and/or academically advanced and challenging curriculum. Another assumption underlying the High Intelligence perspective is that students of superior intelligence should be entitled to special gifted education throughout their education. Recall my discussion on this very point as an implication of embracing the myth, “once gifted, always gifted.”

The second perspective, the Outstanding Accomplishments viewpoint, does not disparage or malign the importance of high intelligence. Many advocates of this perspective, in fact, consider IQ one useful but not necessarily central measure when identifying academically gifted students. However, this second perspective does emphasize performance in the classroom and on academic tasks as the central or defining characteristic of academic giftedness. According to this second perspective, evidence of academic excellence is the sin qua non to qualify as a gifted student and to qualify for admittance into a gifted program, not high IQ. Psychologists, gifted educators, school administrators, and policy makers who embrace this alternative and second perspective would rely on direct academic performance measures to identify gifted students, not tests of intellectual ability that measure cognitive skills but not necessarily direct evidence of “authentic” academic excellence. The importance of creativity is often emphasized when viewing giftedness through this second lens. Also, the importance of examining motivation, drive, persistence, and passion—clearly non-intellectual factors—is emphasized by many advocates of this second way of conceptualizing giftedness. These non-intellectual factors are recognized as impacting the talent development of all students, including high ability students, and should be a focus of practitioners working in the schools.

The rationale for gifted programs based on an Outstanding Accomplishments perspective is that students who excel academically have earned and deserve special academic programs because of their outstanding effort and superior classroom accomplishments. Gifted education, based on an Outstanding Accomplishments perspective, is slightly but not radically different from gifted education guided by a High Intelligence perspective. In gifted programs designed for students demonstrating outstanding accomplishments, programs would consist of highly enriched and academically challenging curricula.

The third lens through which one can conceptualize academic giftedness, based on my tripartite model, is what I call Potential to Excel. What I mean is that some children—for any number of reasons that we will discuss throughout the book—have not been provided enough opportunity or stimulation to develop what remains latent and as yet undeveloped or underdeveloped intellectual or academic gifts. This third perspective is based on my experience working with many students of high potential, the experience of countless others, and an abundant body of research (Irving & Hudley, 2009; Nisbett, 2009).

I think we all agree that not all students start out on an equal footing. Some children from poverty, families in which intellectual and educational activities are neither encouraged nor nurtured in the home, or in which English is not the primary language spoken in the home, children growing up in rural or overcrowded or dangerous communities where intellectual stimulation and educational opportunities are rare, are all at a distinct disadvantage to develop their gifts.

Psychologists, educators, and parents who advocate for this third perspective view the potential to excel as a defining characteristic of what I term the “almost or potentially gifted student.” From this third perspective, the student with high potential to excel is seen as very likely to increase his or her IQ when provided with special resources, and/or highly likely to demonstrate outstanding academic accomplishments as the result of provision of special resources or placement in a special gifted program. The assumption underlying this third perspective is that with time, an encouraging and stimulating environment, and the proper psycho-educational interventions, these students will eventually actualize their yet unrealized high potential and distinguish themselves from among their peers.

In other words, when identifying students with a high likelihood for gifted status, the premise is that with enough nurturance, stimulation, and encouragement, these students will demonstrate significant increases in their IQ and/or significant increases in their academic performance—considerably more than what one would expect from students with less potential. Gifted education, based on a Potential to Excel perspective, should consist of a highly motivating and enriched curriculum that may include compensatory activities.

We next discuss two definitions and categories of giftedness. These topics will be addressed further throughout the book. However, I think that there is a benefit in providing a brief overview of these points early in the book. I will start by providing my definition of the gifted child, which is as follows:


“The gifted child demonstrates a greater likelihood, when compared to other students of the same age, experience and opportunity, to achieve extraordinary accomplishments in one or more culturally valued domains.”



Based on this definition, a child’s gifts can be in any culturally valued domain, such as academics, athletics, the performing arts, debate, student government, and even community volunteerism. The list is almost endless, limited only by what the community values and considers important. As the child gets older, in most cultures and societies, there is increased opportunity for exposure to a growing number of different domains in which the individual can gain expertise and excel. For example, the young girl who demonstrates precocious reading and expressive language abilities at age 3 will find a wide variety of academic and career domains to excel and become distinguished in as a young adult.

My definition for the gifted child reflects the view that the child demonstrates a greater likelihood of achieving extraordinary accomplishments in one or more culturally valued domains. Next I would like to propose my definition for the academically gifted student. It is conceptually similar to the definition for the gifted child, and fully consistent with the tripartite model of giftedness. But it is more narrowly focused on academics:


“The academically gifted student demonstrates outstanding performance or evidence of potential for outstanding academic performance, when compared with other students of the same age, experience and opportunity.”



In my more recent writing and lectures, I have elaborated slightly on this definition and added the following ideas to the above definition of the academically gifted student:


“The academically gifted student demonstrates uncanny high potential for outstanding academic performance … and a thirst to excel in one or more academic domains. … The academically gifted student is likely to benefit from special educational programs or resources, especially if they align with his or her unique profile of abilities.”



Frequently the academic needs of the academically gifted student are not substantially being met in the classroom or school, and quite often he or she requires specialized programs, services, or activities not ordinarily provided in the regular classroom—not always, but oftentimes. As you can see, this definition for the academically gifted student focuses on outstanding performance or potential for outstanding performance in the world of academics and in the school setting. And an uncanny thirst to excel, marked by extraordinary motivation, passion, and drive.

Recall what I earlier suggested for the young gifted child. That as the young child of uncommon ability develops, he or she is exposed to an increasing number of different domains in which there are opportunities to develop expertise and excel. The same is true for the young academically gifted student. As he or she develops and progresses from elementary to middle and high school and beyond, he or she will be exposed to an increasing number of academic subjects and academically related domains in which he or she will have the opportunity to develop expertise and excel. For example, the young girl who demonstrates precocious mathematical ability at age 4 will find an ever-expanding variety of academic subjects and academically related domains to become involved, excel, and even possibly become an expert in, and ultimately become distinguished in adult life (e.g., engineering, architecture, physics, robotics, computer programming, chemistry).

Three Categories of Gifted Students in the Schools

In my experience, it is useful to think of academically gifted students in the schools as falling within one or more of the three categories based on the tripartite model of giftedness. The three categories serve to eliminate much of the acrimony often found when schools try to adopt only one, typically narrowly defined conceptualization of giftedness (e.g., the psychometric model in which a student needs to score above a predetermined cut-score to qualify). The three categories are quite easy to understand. And perhaps, more importantly, each of the three categories lends itself to distinct gifted identification/assessment and curriculum and instruction schemes.

Recall that the three categories of giftedness, based on the tripartite model, are: academically gifted learners, students with exceptionally high intelligence, and students with high potential to excel. In other words, we can talk about students who are gifted from three alternative viewpoints: students with evidence of high IQ as a proxy for high intellectual competence, students with evidence of outstanding academic performance, and/or students with evidence of high potential.

The first category of gifted in the tripartite model, academically gifted learners, are academically precocious, do exceptionally well in classroom activities and assignments, enjoy learning and academic challenges, and demonstrate persistence and high motivation when facing academic challenges. When tested, they are found to have above average IQs, most typically 120 to 130 or higher, enjoy school and schooling, and are enthusiastic about learning. They are characteristically among the most capable and top-performing students in the class. Teachers love to have these students in their classroom. IQ tests are not necessary—although often helpful—to identify this group of gifted learners, as I will talk more about in Chapter 4. Performance in the classroom and on academic tasks is the hallmark of how to identify these academically capable learners.

The second category of gifted, students with exceptionally high intelligence, have IQ scores in the top 2% to 5% when compared with other children of the same age. In the early years, these students obtain IQ scores of 135–150 or higher, and in middle school, when tested “out-of-level” by the regional talent search programs, obtain SAT or ACT scores in the top 1% to 2% of the population. It is important to point out that there is nothing scientific or real about a 2% or 5% threshold or cut-score demarcating intellectually gifted from not intellectually gifted. The myth that giftedness and high IQ are synonymous has contributed to the belief that there is some magical cutoff that separates or distinguishes gifted from not-gifted. Nothing is further from the truth. If we accept that giftedness is a social construction, not something actually real in nature, then of course we also realize and need to remember that where we draw the line separating gifted from not-gifted is also arbitrary.

James Borland (2009) offers an interesting explanation for the now well-accepted 3% to 5% IQ threshold used by school districts across the country. He believes that this particular IQ cutoff score is based on a misreading of the seminal and profoundly influential Marland Report (1972). Whatever the reasons, most psychologists and educators have routinely adopted as real the 3% to 5% IQ cutoff score. Let us remember, however, that how we decide who is gifted—whichever model of giftedness we adopt—is always based, to a large degree, on philosophic, fiscal, political, and/or local resource factors. To the extent that we use rigorous, scientifically valid instruments in the assessment process, we are making identification more fair, reliable, and equitable. But ultimately science can help only so much in the identification or selection process, since we are not talking about something that is real in nature. I should point out that this same cautionary note is equally true for all conceptualizations of giftedness, not just the high IQ model.

The third category of gifted, within the tripartite model, is students with high potential to excel. They are often recognized by their teachers and others as bright or quick learners, hardworking, and highly curious about the world around them. They may not test exceptionally well on standardized aptitude or achievement tests. Their IQ test scores may fall short of established thresholds or cut-scores for gifted consideration, sometimes as low as 110–115. Their achievement test scores and classroom performance also may fall short of the outstanding performance demonstrated by academically gifted learners. Yet there is something about these students that conveys latent, partially hidden, and underdeveloped high ability. They are the uncut and unpolished diamonds-in-the-rough.

Ratings by teachers on standardized instruments such as the Gifted Rating Scales (GRS; Pfeiffer & Jarosewich, 2003) often pick up characteristics that suggest a youngster with considerable untapped potential. The following items are frequently rated by teachers as “way above average” (“8” or “9” on the 9-point GRS Likert scale) for students in this third category, students with high potential to excel: learns difficult concepts easily, learns new information quickly, completes academic work unassisted, understands complex academic material, displays an active imagination, strives to achieve, works tenaciously, and takes on new and difficult tasks. Many experienced teachers often are quite perceptive and adept in identifying behaviors and attitudes observed in the classroom that indicate that a youngster may have unusually high potential, as yet unrealized or untapped. Successful athletic coaches often see this same type of gifted young athlete with little experience or savvy for the sport but loads of untapped potential to excel.

These three categories of gifted students constitute different groups of children, with different abilities and different skill sets, although they are not necessarily mutually exclusive. There is, of course, considerable overlap. For example, there are many students with exceptionally high IQ scores who are academically gifted learners. This should come as no surprise to the reader.

However, there are many extraordinarily academically gifted learners with tested IQ in the 115–120 range. And there are many students with tested IQ in the 130–140 range who have not distinguished themselves academically, for any number of reasons. The gifted field historically has focused considerable attention on gifted students with high intelligence but undistinguished classroom performance, often known as underachievers (Rimm, 2008). In subsequent chapters we will revisit the topic of the gifted underachiever.

Now that I have suggested that it is possible to conceptualize and identify gifted students from three different vantage points—academically gifted learners, students with exceptionally high IQ, and students with high potential to excel—we can ask whether all gifted students require special programs. Based on my experience over more than 30 years, the answer is a resounding no. Certainly some gifted students require special educational programs. And many others would benefit from special programs, although they may not necessarily need special programs. This, of course, is also true for students who may not be gifted. Many students in the regular classroom would benefit and enjoy curricula and pedagogical approaches found in many of the better gifted programs—especially highly enriched curricula with discovery-based learning components. What I would like to do now is provide an example of a student from each of these three gifted categories. Let us begin by examining the first category, academically gifted learners. The following example—all cases presented in this book are based on actual cases although their names, background information, and other identifying information has been changed to disguise their identity—reflects an academically gifted learner.


Clarise is a 12-year-old girl in the 7th grade. She is an outstanding student and has enjoyed a history of exceptional academic performance since kindergarten, really since preschool. Clarise has never received a report card grade lower than an A in any subject, and she has consistently scored no lower than the 85th to 90th percentile on group achievement tests. Teachers adore her because she is considered a “model student”; Clarise loves academic challenges; never shies away from, seems to get discouraged or frustrated by difficult assignments; and always comes to class with a positive, enthusiastic attitude.

In the 1st grade, Clarise was referred to the school psychologist for testing for her school district’s gifted program. On the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Test, Clarise obtained an IQ of 118 and scores ranging from 134 (written language) to 126 (mathematics composite) on an individual achievement test, the WIAT-II (Wechsler Individual Achievement Test-II). Her total WIAT-II score was 132, falling within the “Very Superior” range. Also as part of her gifted evaluation, her 1st grade teacher completed ratings on the Gifted Rating Scales-School Form (GRS-S). Clarise obtained the following scores on the GRS-S: 58 on Intellectual Ability (“moderate probability” of being gifted based on the GRS Classification System); 64 on Academic Ability (“high probability”); 56 on Creativity; 50 on Artistic Ability; 56 on Leadership Ability; and 70 on Motivation. Clarise’s GRS-S motivation score is considered exceptionally high based on the GRS classification system (Pfeiffer & Jarosewich, 2003).



Clarise was not selected for her school’s gifted program because her IQ score fell considerably below the 130 threshold established by her school district as a minimum requirement for admissions. One could ask at this point, “Well then, is Clarise gifted?” The answer, in my opinion, is “absolutely yes.” But at the same time, one could also argue, viewing giftedness from a different perspective, “Well, not necessarily. Her IQ test scores fall well below her school district’s cutoff score.” Clarise clearly meets my definition of an academically gifted student. She is exactly what I mean by a student who is academically gifted. Recall that academically gifted learners do exceptionally well in classroom activities and assignments, relish learning and academic challenges, and demonstrate high academic motivation. They have at least above average IQs, enjoy school, and are enthusiastic about learning. They are among the most capable and top-performing students in their class. Teachers love to have these students in their classroom. This describes Clarise perfectly.

At the same time, Clarise does not fit our definition for the second category of gifted, students with exceptionally high IQ. When tested in the 1st grade, Clarise’s IQ score did not nearly reach the top 3% or 5% of children for her age—even given the standard error of measurement for the Stanford-Binet and other factors that we know can influence test-taking performance (Nisbett, 2009; Sattler, 2001). Her score was not even close. Clarise is an academically gifted learner, but she is not a student with an exceptionally high IQ. Later in the book I will discuss some of the educational implications for Clarise and other students like her.

Okay, now let us examine a student who exemplifies the second category, those with exceptionally high IQ scores. Most readers will be familiar with this second group of gifted students.


Sean is an almost 7-year-old student who began reading at age 3. In preschool he gravitated to complex board games such as chess, sought out older children to play with, and was perfectly comfortable answering worksheets designed for students 3 years his senior. Sean is somewhat quiet and reserved in class. He has one close friend but otherwise is not viewed by his teacher as outgoing or socially engaged with his peer group. He is never disruptive or a behavior problem, and does well academically, although his motivation and interest waxes and wanes and has been described by his teachers as inconsistent.

When tested by a school psychologist in 1st grade, Sean obtained a Verbal IQ of 139, Performance IQ of 129, Processing Speed IQ of 116, and Full Scale IQ of 135. His Full Scale score falls within the “Very Superior” range of intellectual abilities—almost 20 points higher than Clarise’s IQ score of 118. On the WIAT-II, Sean obtained composite scores ranging from 120 (Written Language Composite) to 134 (Mathematics Composite). His Total Score on the WIAT-II was 128, a score within the “Superior Range,” a score almost identical to what Clarise obtained on the same achievement test. On the GRS-S, Sean obtained the following scores on three of the six scales that his teacher rated: 70 in Intellectual Ability (“Very High Probability” of gifted), 64 in Academic Ability (“High Probability”), and 52 in Motivation (“Average”).



We can see many similarities and a few differences between these two students. Both Clarise and Sean are very competent academically, both do well in the classroom, and both test within at least the superior range on a widely used standardized achievement test. Clarise, however, is consistently viewed by her teachers as among the top one or two students in their classroom, and displays the hallmark characteristics of an academically gifted learner. Sean, on the other hand, meets the criteria for a student with exceptionally high intelligence. He thinks insightfully and intuitively understands complex problems, learns difficult concepts easily and quickly, and demonstrates advanced reasoning skills.

Finally, let us look at a student who exemplifies the third category of gifted students, those with high potential to excel.


Kayleigh is a friendly and outgoing 9-year-old African American female who is described by her 4th-grade teacher as extremely curious, with an “unquenchable thirst for learning.
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