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Introduction: Tips for Reading This Book

Failure to help the gifted child reach his potential is a societal tragedy, the extent of which is difficult to measure but what is surely great. How can we measure the sonata unwritten, the curative drug undiscovered, the absence of political insight? They are the difference between what we are and what we could be as a society. (Gallagher, 1975, p. 9)

We couldn’t agree more with Jim Gallagher, one of gifted education’s patriarchs, so our goal for this book is to help you as parents help your gifted child reach her potential. With that as our focus, we have created a practical, user-friendly book designed to provide information and to empower you to be an effective advocate for your child. Each chapter targets an essential question and answers it with background information, current research, useful tips, connections to home and school, and additional resources. Most importantly, we include insights, stories, and advice from dozens of parents, teachers, and administrators who have experience with gifted children. Unless otherwise noted, these quotes come from parents of gifted children, teachers working directly with gifted children, and district gifted coordinators. Some have dual roles, such as a parent and a teacher. We hope that these authentic voices not only connect on a personal level with you but also teach you important lessons about parenting your gifted child.

You can read this book in a couple of ways—from beginning to end or by picking and choosing chapters that address your most pressing questions. Chapters 1–6 contain implications for home and school, practical applications of the concepts discussed, at the end of the chapters. The entire focus of Chapters 7 and 8, entitled How Can I Communicate and Partner With My Child’s Educators? and What Can I Do at Home to Help My Child?, however, is an in-depth discussion of implications for school and home. Each chapter also includes a section called For More Information, describing additional print and online resources related to that topic. Full web addresses for any websites mentioned in the chapter are provided. We have also included a glossary so that you have a quick way to define terms when needed.

Our hope is that you will use this book and the additional resources we mention to guide you as you parent your gifted and talented child. Yes, you will face challenges along the way, but you will also experience laughter, joy, and awe as your child develops into the person he could be—whether that is (as in Jim Gallagher’s vision) a composer, medical researcher, political leader, or something altogether different.


Chapter 1

What Does Gifted Mean?

Parents of gifted children should learn all they can about giftedness, be engaged in their students’ lives, be advocates for their children in schools, be intentional about finding appropriate services outside of the school, and above all, be cautious about their social and emotional needs. That’s a tall order, huh?

—Jennifer Chaplin, district coordinator

Either your child (or a young person significant in your life) has been identified as gifted or you suspect that he is—otherwise you wouldn’t be reading this. In order to understand and appreciate the specifics of social-emotional needs, appropriate learning experiences, effective communication with educators, and all of the other critical topics explored in this book, you need to understand some basics first: what gifted means, the areas of giftedness and identification for each, legislation and policies that affect gifted children, and the rights of gifted children.

Definition

Depending on whom you ask, the phrase gifted and talented can take on a plethora of meanings. The phrase is always evolving, but, ultimately, the most important definitions to know are your state’s and district’s interpretations of gifted and talented because those interpretations directly affect your child’s education. In order to have a deeper understanding, however, a brief look at well-known definitions proves helpful.

Founding leader in gifted education Joe Renzulli (1978), for example, argued that ability is only one part of gifted behavior—one also needs motivation and creativity. Francoys Gagné (1985), another early scholar, differentiated between gifts, which are natural abilities, and talents, which are intentionally developed from gifts. Three contemporary thinkers in the field, Rena Subotnik, Paula Olszewski-Kubilius, and Frank Worrell (2011), examined a century of research in order to redefine giftedness as:

the manifestation of performance or production that is clearly at the upper end of the distribution in a talent domain even relative to that of other high-functioning individuals in that domain. Further, giftedness can be viewed as developmental, in that in the beginning stages, potential is the key variable; in later stages, achievement is the measure of giftedness; and in fully developed talents, eminence is the basis on which this label is granted. Psychosocial variables play an essential role in the manifestation of giftedness at every developmental stage. Both cognitive and psychosocial variables are malleable and need to be deliberately cultivated. (p. 7)

Potential and ability alone, according to this approach, do not designate giftedness. One must produce or perform at exceptionally high levels compared to others talented in the area.

Although leaders in the field of gifted education hold differing views of giftedness, the federal definition is very clear. The definition in the Marland Report (1972), the first national report on giftedness, which was developed to increase America’s global competitiveness, defined gifted and talented children as those with “outstanding abilities, (who) are capable of high performance” (p. ix). It argued these children needed differentiated learning experiences in order to thrive. That federal definition has been honed over the years to read this way:

The term “gifted and talented” … means students, children, or youth who give evidence of high achievement capability in such areas as intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or in specific academic fields, and who need services or activities not ordinarily provided by the school in order to fully develop those capabilities. (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015, Title IX, Part A, Definition 22)

The most important definition for your child, however, is your state’s definition of giftedness. The National Association for Gifted Children (NAGC) posts individual state information on its website (see For More Information). Regardless of the definition used, children and youth with gifts and talents are exceptional students who learn differently from the norm. They require services and accommodations in traditional school settings in order to thrive and have continuous progress in their learning and growth.

Areas of Giftedness

Although most people envision a young person with a high Intelligence Quotient (IQ) when they think of a gifted child, intellectual ability is only one area of giftedness. (IQ numerically represents the general intelligence of a person; it stems from standardized tests.) The Marland Report (1972) listed six areas of giftedness: “1. general intellectual ability, 2. specific academic aptitude, 3. creative or productive thinking, 4. leadership ability, 5. visual and performing arts, 6. psychomotor ability” (p. ix). Contemporary classifications typically exclude the psychomotor area because so many schools do a beautiful job developing talent in their athletes. Your child can be identified in any one of these areas, but she may also be identified in any combination. Realize, too, that although traditional measures are mentioned for identification in the descriptions below, no one measure should be used for identification, and the measure should be appropriate. Imagine the English language learner (ELL) who doesn’t speak English well taking a verbal or written test in English to determine his giftedness or the talented musician taking a pen-and-paper test to see if she qualifies as gifted in music.

General Intellectual Ability

These children have the ability to do well in all areas (note that having the ability does not necessarily mean they are performing well in all areas). Typically their IQ is at least 130 (with 100 being norm). Figure 1.1 shows a normal curve for IQ. The vertical lines on the figure represent standard deviation, which is a number indicating how widely individuals in a group vary; in this figure, the standard deviation is 15 IQ points. Taking 100 as the normal or average, if you look at one standard deviation each way, people with 85 to 115 IQ have average IQs—roughly 68% of the population. Moving left, two standard deviations take us to 70; approximately 13.6% of the population has IQs that fall between 70 and 85. Only a little more than 2% score between 70 and 55. Students who have IQs below 70 qualify for special education with substantial federal funds. People with IQs of three standard deviations (i.e., 55) and below (.1% of the population) are rarely in a regular classroom and have significant assistance, sometimes a one-on-one aide. Now move to the right side of the 100. The numbers parallel: 13.6% score between 115 and 130 while 2% score between 130 and 145, which is two standard deviations from the norm; 130 IQ is typically considered the cut-off point for giftedness. Note that less than .1% scores above 145. In total, less than 3% of the population falls into this category, which, on the graph, is two or more standard deviations. However, unlike the mirrored-image counterparts (the 2-plus% scoring 70 or below), there is no federal funding for direct services to these children. (Services are educational options designed to address the needs, interests, and abilities of the student; these include everything from differentiation in the regular classroom, acceleration, dual credit, independent study, and more. Chapter 5 provides detailed information.) The vast majority of gifted children are sitting in a regular classroom without significant modifications and services. Figure 1.2 may simplify the concept of IQ range for you; it includes descriptors that interpret what that range means for each population. Please don’t think of the descriptors as categorizing children; rather, think of them as starting points to help address the needs of your child.


FIGURE 1.1. IQ distribution.
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FIGURE 1.2. IQ range interpretation.







	IQ

	Approximate percentage of the population with this IQ

	Interpretation




	> 145

	0.1

	Highly gifted




	130–145

	2.2

	Gifted




	115–130

	13.6

	Above average intelligence




	85–115

	68.2

	Average intelligence




	70–85

	13.6

	Below average intelligence




	55–70

	2.2

	Cognitively impaired




	< 55

	0.1

	Severely impaired








Specific Academic Aptitude

Children can be identified in one or more specific academic areas: math, language arts, science, and social studies. Specific academic aptitude describes, for example, the fourth grader working at the seventh-grade level in math but still at the fourth-grade level in reading. Of course, identification stipulations differ by state, but traditionally a score in the 9th stanine on an achievement test will identify a student as gifted. (Standardized tests can be measured in stanines, a 9-point scale with 5 being average, so a 9th stanine score means it falls roughly into the top 4–5% of those taking an achievement test at the same time nationally.) Students may be gifted in one area but at grade level—or even below grade level—in another area.

Leadership or Psychosocial Ability

Students identified in leadership have the ability and capacity to lead others. Leadership potential can be seen during recess in the kindergartner who quickly organizes a game, appointing roles to others and ensuring that the game runs smoothly. Or it could be the middle schooler who runs a lucrative drug operation with others working for him. Leaders can be positive or negative change agents. No one test identifies a leader although there are checklists and surveys. Many schools use portfolios as part of the identification process.

Creativity

These students are creative thinkers but not necessarily creative producers such as artists (that’s the next category). Children gifted in creativity look at the world differently from most; they are innovative and inventive. For example, a creative student’s answer to a question may initially baffle a teacher because the child has deviated from linear thinking, coming up with a response that the teacher never even considered. Likewise, this student may suggest alternate ways of learning or of showing the teacher how she learned. Consider the sophomore in high school who marked out the teacher’s essay prompt and wrote her own in order to show her thinking about the topic! Tests do exist for creativity (sounds ironic, doesn’t it?), but often schools couple portfolios with the tests in order to identify students gifted in creativity.

Visual and Performing Arts

These children are the dancers, musicians, actors, singers, composers, painters, sculptors, and artists. Consider the 9-year-old singing “The Star-Spangled Banner” at a Saint Louis Cardinals game, the Broadway cast of Matilda, or Clara in The Nutcracker. Often portfolios and auditions are the main parts of the identification process.

Remember that each of these areas requires different services. Acceleration in math may be a wonderful strategy for someone identified as gifted in math, for example, but have devastating results for someone gifted in creativity. The key is matching the service to the area of giftedness and child. Resource teacher Jane Paulin commented, “Some students are gifted in nonacademic areas. If they are gifted in leadership or arts, even creativity, you may not see their reading or math scores go up even if I work with them every week.” That may seem obvious, but many people mistakenly believe that if a person is gifted in one area, he is gifted in all.


“Teachers need to understand that gifted students truly are unique and need individualized instruction just as much as other exceptional students.”

—Gregory Grey, middle school teacher and parent



Legislation, Regulations, and Policies

A crucial part of understanding what gifted means is knowing the legislation, regulations, and policies that affect gifted children nationally, as well as in your state and district.

National Policies

Children with exceptionalities other than giftedness (such as learning disabilities, dyslexia, or blindness) have more than $12 billion in federal funding allocated toward appropriate educational opportunities for them. Additionally, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA; 2004) defines who those students are, what appropriate education means, and the services to ensure their education. There is no federal legislation like IDEA for gifted children. The only federal monies slated specifically for the gifted are through the Jacob K. Javits Gifted and Talented Education Act and have ranged from $11.2 million to $0 since its original passage in 1988 (Javits Act, 2014). This act does not address rights for the gifted. Its focus is on research and best practice, allocating funds to National Research and Development Center for the Education of Gifted and Talented Children and Youth and competitive research grants.

Just as the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 was reauthorized and transformed into the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), NCLB was reauthorized and revised as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015. Thanks to great advocacy efforts, ESSA has important provisions that support learners who are gifted and talented. Not only does the act include the Javits Gifted and Talented Students Education Program, but it also adds stipulations that districts and states record the achievement data of high-achieving students on their state and district report cards. Previously, the reporting only consisted of students reaching proficiency and below, plus students from subgroups, such as ELLs. Being held accountable in such a public way brings attention and importance to gifted children and their achievement—or lack of achievement. Another huge step for gifted education is the expanded use of professional development funds that come from Title II, which dedicates monies to teacher quality:

In applying for Title II professional development funds, states must include information about how they plan to improve the skills of teachers and other school leaders that will enable them to identify gifted and talented students and provide instruction based on the students’ needs. (NAGC, 2015b, p. 1)

As well as states, districts that use this federal money for teacher professional development must apply it to meeting the needs of all learners, specifically listing gifted and talented learners as part of the all. Another provision addresses Title I funds, which are designated to schools that have high percentages of students from low socioeconomic backgrounds in order to increase achievement. Now these monies can be used to identify and serve gifted and talented students from those backgrounds. Title I and Title II funds are billions of dollars. No additional funding was granted to gifted and talented learners through ESSA; legislators simply made existing funds available to gifted students—which can have an incredible impact. This legislation is powerful. Be sure that your district understands ESSA’s ramifications for gifted students.

State Policies

Legislation as to identification and services, however, falls to the states themselves. States’ requirements for gifted and talented education range from identification and services in five areas to identification and service in one area only (such as general intellectual ability) to absolutely nothing. And the funding amounts differ as well—from $0 (which may include states that mandate identification and services) to more than $100 million. Only four states fully fund their gifted mandates—and 12 provide no funding at all (NAGC, 2015a). Check the NAGC website for information on your state. It’s also important that you understand the components of your state’s laws and regulations. For example, is there an individual education plan mandated for gifted students (i.e., a plan that matches the learning opportunities to the child’s needs, interests, and abilities)? Do teachers in your state require certification in order to work with gifted students? What are the laws concerning early entrance to kindergarten? (This question becomes very important for a 4-year-old who is reading fluently and ready for formalized learning.) When does identification occur? Is there a policy for appeals or grievances?

District Policies

District policies, whether they are targeted for gifted and talented learners or not, may greatly impact them. At times, this is positive for gifted students—such as an early graduation policy intended to lower the number of dropouts that actually encourages some able students to start college at an earlier age. Some, however, unintentionally harm gifted students, such as restricting students to two online classes throughout their time in a district or requiring a certain amount of hours of seat time to earn credit for a class. Most districts have their policies on their web pages. If not, ask for a copy of the policies—it’s your right as a citizen. Also ask the district’s gifted coordinator about funding: Does this district add additional monies? If so, how is the funding allocated? Equally important are the procedures the school has in place to follow the district policies:

ⵜDoes the school cluster group students? (Hopefully yes.)

ⵜAre there enrichment classes offered? (Hopefully yes.)

ⵜAre students required to do the work missed during a pull-out class? (Hopefully no.)

Chapter 5 addresses all of these services.


“I wish administrators recognized that gifted kids are many of the doctors, lawyers, scientists, teachers, and politicians of the future. They need to be challenged so that as future leaders they will be up to the task of competing internationally.”

—Kandy Smith, former principal and parent



Rights

Regardless of the laws in your state or the policies and procedures in your school district, understand that your child has certain fundamental rights as a gifted child, as argued by former NAGC president Del Siegle. During his tenure as president (2007–2009), he created the Gifted Children’s Bill of Rights. As a gifted child, you have a right to:

ⵜknow about your giftedness.

ⵜlearn something new every day.

ⵜbe passionate about your talent area without apologies.

ⵜhave an identity beyond your talent area.

ⵜfeel good about your accomplishments.

ⵜmake mistakes.

ⵜseek guidance in the development of your talent.

ⵜhave multiple peer groups and a variety of friends.

ⵜchoose which of your talent areas you wish to pursue.

ⵜnot be gifted at everything. (2007)

As you read each of these, consider the social, emotional, and cognitive impact of their message. This Bill of Rights should make for interesting discussion around the dinner table as well as around a school conference table.

Final Thoughts

You’re reading this book in order to better understand your child and better help him in life’s journey. The most powerful tool you can have in your advocacy toolkit is knowledge. Once you understand the regulations, policies, and procedures of your state, district, and school, you can be a stronger advocate for your child.

Implications for Home

ⵜConsider your own definition of giftedness versus the ones mentioned in this chapter. Most importantly, think about how your definition compares to your state or district’s definition.

ⵜJoin your local, state, and national gifted advocacy organizations. Find out as much information as possible. Be an advocate for all children. (See Chapter 7 for more information.)

ⵜDiscuss the Gifted Children’s Bill of Rights with your child. Talk each point through carefully. This is a wonderful foundation for teaching your child self-advocacy.


The question isn’t whether to tell your child he is gifted or not; rather, it is how to tell your child. Barbara Kerr (2015), a psychologist specializing in gifted education, suggested that you follow these five steps:

1.Be specific. For example, you scored 95% in math on an achievement test. That means if 100 people of your age were in a room and took the test, then you would have scored higher than 95 of them.

2.Emphasize that the score is simply a snapshot of where your child is now. Explain that your child has been successful in the past and probably will be in the future as long as she works hard.

3.Make sure your child understands she has a responsibility to develop that talent to do good to help others.

4.It’s not enough to be bright, but it’s important for him to be compassionate with others, especially those who may not act in a way he thinks is right.

5.Encourage your child to make plans. Ask what he wants to do and what he thinks he needs to develop that talent.



Implications for School

ⵜMany state gifted advocacy organizations have institutional memberships. Consider gifting one to your child’s school. It lasts a lot longer than a mug of candies or a Starbucks gift card for the holidays—and can potentially empower your child’s educators. Benefits differ according to the state, but typically your child’s educator would get the latest information about best practices in gifted education as well as reduced registration for conferences.

ⵜFind out all you can about the policies and procedures for your child’s school district and school. Be aware of the district and school’s responsibilities so that you can better partner with them. Many districts post their gifted policy handbooks online. If not, call or e-mail. You may want to compare these policies and procedures to your state’s mandates. Find out what you can about identification and services. The more you know, the more you can advocate for your child, and the better you can partner with the school.

ⵜShare the Gifted Children’s Bill of Rights with your child’s school.

For More Information

ⵜResearch your state’s legislation and regulations regarding gifted students. Visit NAGC’s “Gifted By State” (http://www.nagc.org/resources-publications/gifted-state) for detailed information.

ⵜAnother wonderful resource is your state’s gifted advocacy organization. The above NAGC web page also lists those organizations along with contact information and websites. Many state association websites list the regulations and other important information.

ⵜAlso go to the website for your state’s department of education and search for gifted. If you don’t have luck, e-mail or call. You must know your rights and your child’s rights in order to be an effective advocate.
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