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Disadvantaged Gifted Learners
At-Risk for Educational Attention

Joyce VanTassel-Baska, James Patton, and Doug Prillaman

Two of the most neglected populations within the rubric of gifted education are (a)
individuals whose talents may not be actualized because they are culturally different from
the mainstream culture and (b) socially and economically disadvantaged individuals.
These populations of students frequently are overlooked for special programs by school
districts whose identification procedures fail to find them or whose standards for program
entry are above the tested levels that many of these students achieve.

Furthermore, even when these students are found and placed in programs, little atten-
tion is given to the background cultural and socioeconomic factors that may seriously
affect their performance in special programs and their future achievements beyond these
programs. Consequently, the following questions warrant attention:

1. Who are these disadvantaged gifted students, and how do we find them?

2. What common and differential provisions should be made for them in schools?

3. What types of additional facilitation of talent development would be most useful to
them?

These questions are fundamental to examining the problems and issues associated with
this population.

WHY THE NEED TO FOCUS ON THESE NEGLECTED GIFTED?

Many educators and politicians would question the wisdom of targeting resources
for such small-incidence populations within the larger segment of gifted students. Studies
have shown, for example, that most gifted learners come from higher socioeconomic
backgrounds (Sears & Sears, 1980; VanTassel-Baska & Willis, 1988). Thus, we are look-
ing for a minority within the already limited population of gifted learners. But there are
important reasons to pursue this issue:
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1. Our sense of a low-incidence rate is not substantiated,
for the most part, by data. It is limited by the restrictions we
place on the meaning of the term gifted. Historically, more
students who came from mainstream culture and advan-
taged home and school backgrounds have been identified as
part of the gifted population. Yet, even when we look with-
in restricted definitions according to standardized testing
protocols, we find sizable numbers of students, such as
15.5% in an eight-state regional talent search, or some
2,800 students in seventh and eighth grades (VanTassel-
Baska & Chepko-Sade, 1986) meeting a criterion for eco-
nomic disadvantagement. Thus, the incidence rate of disad-
vantaged gifted learners may be far greater than we have
assumed.

2. There is a clear under-representation of minority stu-
dents, particularly blacks, in gifted programs at the K—12
level of schooling (Baldwin, 1985). The disparity between
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minority representation in the general population and in
gifted programs is an issue that must be addressed in a plu-
ralistic society.

3. Colleges and universities, as well as selected profes-
sions, are still experiencing an under-representation of
minorities capable of meeting entry standards.

4. The gap between low socioeconomic status (SES) and
higher SES level is widening and, contrary to popular opin-
ion, the upward mobility rate of lower SES individuals is
less than 3% (Sennett & Cobb, 1972).

5. The plight of the underclass black family, which is
experiencing an increasing rate of single parentage, teenage
pregnancy, and high unemployment, points to a need for
increased interventions for the children in such situations
who constitute the new poor and a sizable segment of
tomorrow’s adult population.

6. Gifted education has been seen as “elitist,” addressing
the concerns of a group of learners that many perceive as
not being in need of special services, based on their advan-
taged socioeconomic status. Although such charges clearly
do not reflect an appreciation of the need to attend to indi-
vidual differences in schooling, regardless of the nature or
type of difference, gifted educators need to be cognizant of
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this charge. As a field, we need to focus attention and
resources on finding talented learners whose needs may be
understood more readily and then clarify the importance of
providing a needs-based education to all who show excep-
tional promise.

It is precisely these neglected gifted learners who do not
have the support structures necessary to make it on their
own. It is this population of learners that is in the greatest
need of programs and services to help optimize their human
potential. And it is this population that is at greatest risk of
being forgotten in the context of both gifted and general
education.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
ON DISADVANTAGED GIFTED LEARNERS

A recent 3-year study of key demographic features of
“disadvantaged” gifted learners in the Midwest defined dis-
advantaged in purely economic terms (VanTassel-Baska &
Willis, 1988). Large-scale sociological studies have focused
on consideration of a father”s education and occupational
status as the key variables (Jencks, 1972). Other recent
efforts, within the field of gifted education focused on
minority status and cultural difference as important vari-
ables in defining the term (Baldwin, 1985, Frasier, 1980).

No one definition appears to be clearly accepted by the
field, for these variables can occur singly or in combination
(Baldwin, 1985). The result of such variance can be seen in
the state of California’s omnibus definition of disadvan-
taged gifted that considers all of the following diverse fac-
tors: environmental, economic, cultural, language, and
social.

Studies that have been done on disadvantaged gifted
populations based on the omnibus definition have focused
on four needs:

1. The need to use nontraditional measures to identify the
disadvantaged student (Bernal & Reyna; 1974, Bruch,
1978; Frasier, 1979; Torrance, 1971).

2. The need to recognize cultural attributes and factors in
deciding identification procedures (Baldwin, 1985; Gay,
1978; Samuda, 1975; Miller, 1974; Witty, 1978).

3. The need to focus on strengths in nonacademic areas,
particularly in creativity and psychomotor domains
(Bruch, 1975; Hilliard, 1976; Torrance, 1977).

4. The need to create programs that address noncognitive
skills and that enhance motivation (McLelland, 1978;
Moore, 1978).

A recent study commissioned by the Secretary of Educa-
tion cited the following statistical conditions in our schools
as indicative of the need to address the issue of disadvan-
taged gifted learners more specifically:

» Minority students are underrepresented in programs
designed to serve gifted and talented students.
Although minorities comprise 30% of public school
enrollment, they represent less than 20% of the stu-
dents selected for gifted and talented programs.

* Whereas students from low-income backgrounds
comprise 20% of the student population, they make up
only 4% of students who perform at the highest levels
on standardized tests (those who score at the 95th per-
centile or above).

» High school seniors from disadvantaged families (in
which the mother did not complete high school) are
less than half as likely to have participated in gifted
and talented programs as are more advantaged seniors.

» Disadvantaged students are far less likely to be
enrolled in academic programs that can prepare them
for college and are about half as likely to take course-
work in advanced math and science than are more
advantaged students. Only 2% of high school seniors
from poor families take calculus, whereas approxi-
mately 7% of those from more advantaged back-
grounds do.

(U.S. Department of Education, 1989)

Table 1 coalesces the research findings on successful
interventions with disadvantaged learners across several
study areas. By synthesizing these findings across types of
studies, we emerge with a clearer picture of some generic
interventions that appear to work well, given the nature of
the population. These interventions include:

1. Early and systematic addressing of the needs of these
children.
2. Parental involvement in the educational program model.

3. Effective schools’ strategies (e.g., time on task, school
leadership).

4. Use of experiential and “hands-on” learning approaches.

5. Use of activities that allow for student self-expression.

6. Use of mentors and role models.

7. Involvement of the community.

8. Counseling efforts that address the issue of “cultural val-

ues” in facilitating talent development.
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TABLE 1
The Disadvantaged Student: Research Topics and Successful Interventions
Research Topics Successful Interventions
Early Intervention Preschool programs

Small adult-child ratio
Parent participation
Service to families

School and Classroom Motivated leadership/principal expectations
Environment Supervision of teachers
Teacher morale
Emphasis on reading instruction
Communication with parents/parental involvement
Structured learning environments
Staff development
Matching of instruction to learning style/diagnostic-prescriptive teaching

Effective Teachers Use of student ideas
Praise and encouragement
Verbal recognition of student feelings
Time on task
More activities per period

Language Development Teaching the English language
Acting out what is read
Using ethnic literature
Employing creative writing

Mathematics and Science Using familiar concrete objects as teaching tools and hands-on
learning techniques
Using minority role models
Educating and involving parents
Focusing on the value of math and science
Extending time through out-of-school programs
Providing accelerated study through universities and special schools
Providing career awareness programs

Counseling Teaching problem-solving strategies
Using cognitive therapy techniques
Using mentors/role models
Respecting minority culture and related issues
Exploring cultural identity issue
Focusing on future career roles
Early intervention
Community involvement

Gifted Disadvantaged Using mentors
Community involvement
Early counseling
Providing hands-on learning experiences



Based on these findings, it seems apparent that some
general directions have been identified for intervention
with disadvantaged gifted learners. It remains for the field
of gifted education to translate these areas into systematic
program development efforts.

A NATIONAL STUDY

Concern for the culturally different and socioeconomi-
cally disadvantaged learner prompted us to explore the
nature and extent of programs and services for these popu-
lations of gifted students throughout the United States. The
study was organized around three basic areas of inquiry:

1. Determining the philosophical and definitional consider-
ations used to address these special populations of gifted
learners.

2. Ascertaining the major approaches the states utilized to
identify and provide program interventions for these
populations.

. Determining the level and extent of state funding pat-
terns, policies, procedures, and program standards for
these learners.

(93]

The study was organized in three phases. Phase 1 con-
sisted of a survey of all 50 states and territories seeking
answers to the areas of inquiry outlined previously. Phase 2
involved a survey of all local school districts nominated by
their states for having active programs for disadvantaged
gifted learners. Phase 3 included the development of a
series of 12 case studies probing the nature of exemplary
programs across the United States for these learners. This
article focuses on highlights from Phases 1 and 2 of the
study.

PHILOSOPHICAL AND DEFINITIONAL
CONSIDERATIONS

Just as the concern for, or interest in, increasing the rep-
resentation of minorities and low socioeconomic learners in
programs for the gifted has been espoused recently by
researchers (Baldwin, 1985; Frasier, 1989; Richert, 1987,
VanTassel-Baska & Willis, 1988), data from the responding
states indicate a general moderate to high level of philo-
sophical orientation in this regard. Yet, as can be gleaned
from the subsequent discussions regarding definitional
structure, few states actually are operationalizing that philo-
sophical orientation.

Although the literature has consistently supported the
definitional structure of low SES as a major variable that
should be accounted for in assessment and identification
techniques designed to find gifted students (Baldwin, 1985;
VanTassel-Baska & Willis, 1988), a limited number of
states include low SES as a frequently used factor in identi-
fying students for gifted programs.

The states report race as being a slightly more frequently
used factor than SES or an amalgam of race and SES in the
process of identifying students for gifted programs. Inter-
estingly, however, 21.2% (18) of the states responding to
the survey indicated that they did not include the variable
of race at all in the process of identifying students for gifted
programs. This last finding is significant in that this vari-
able, rooted in historical and environmental precursers, is
generally understood to be a significant factor to consider
in developing assessment and identification techniques nec-
essary to uncover the hidden talents of “disadvantaged”
learners (Baldwin, 1985)

Because only a minority of states utilize factors of “dis-
advantagement” in defining students who are eligible for
gifted programs, it is not surprising that the majority of
responses to questions relating to inclusion of variables
such as environmental factors, socioeconomic factors, lin-
guistic factors, cultural factors, and ethnicity in state defini-
tions for gifted students was in the negative direction (see
Table 2).

Although cultural differences were reported by the
largest percentage of states (32.7%) as the most often used
factor of “disadvantagement” used in state definitions for
gifted students, the largest percentage of the responding
states (38.5%) has no provision for considering “disadvan-
tagement” in the state definitions. Further, although states
reported race as the most frequently used factor in the pro-
cess of identifying students for gifted programs, only eight
states include this factor in their public definitions of gifted
students. :

Generally, the findings indicate that although states have
been consistent in their philosophical support of cultural
and racial diversity, they have lagged in incorporating these
concerns for equity and pluralism into the definitional
structures of their gifted programs. Given the present and
projected increase of culturally and racially diverse student
populations and students from low socioeconomic back-
grounds in public schools, implications of the lack of con-
gruence between states’ philosophies regarding policies and
these demographic factors cause concern.

Who disadvantaged gifted learners are and the size of the
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TABLE 2

Factors of Disadvantagement Used in State
Definitions for Gifted Students

Ni= 52

Frequency of Use

Types of Factors Used By States  Percent*
No inclusion of

disadvantaged

considerations in

state definitions 20 38.5
Consideration of

cultural differences 17 32,7
Consideration of

ethnicity status 2 17.3
Socioeconomic

considerations 14 26.9
Linguistic

considerations 13 25.0
Consideration of

environmental factors 11 21.2

*Percentages over 100% are caused by overlapping
responses to categories.

pool from which they might be identified require systemat-
ic definition at state and local levels. Minority status and
low income status are variables that any local district might
examine in relationship to students within each group who
show promise on standardized measures, and therefore
should be considered for special programming at early
stages of development.

IDENTIFICATION AND INTERVENTION ISSUES

Several perspectives are associated with examining the
identification and intervention approaches states and local
districts use in focusing on disadvantaged gifted learners.
One of these perspectives is equality of treatment. Many
states reported no difference in either identification or inter-
vention for the disadvantaged gifted when compared to
other gifted learners, based on a conception that equal treat-
ment was legally and politically the most appropriate strate-

gy. This mode of thinking has several strands. One strand
argues that the goal of gifted programs is to educate leaders
for American society; thus, mainstream culture and values
must be assimilated in order to participate in realizing that
goal. Another strand argues that gifted programs should
educate for “giftedness” regardless of other factors; thus,
other kinds of differences should be minimized in favor of
best practices for a population of learners based on dis-
cernible advanced development. A third strand of this posi-
tion holds that differentiating identification or program
standards based on low SES or race is an insult to those
youngsters and ultimately serves them poorly in an educa-
tional sense.

A second perspective is that of equity of affirmative
action. This concept holds that minority students should be
included in special programs, such as gifted education, at a
level commensurate with their representation in the general
population. Because traditional approaches to identification
have not found minority students in these numbers, both
nontraditional instruments and selection processes should
be tried to meet the affirmative action goal. Some states and
several local school districts ascribe to this idea in principle
and may even meet established quotas; yet support mecha-
nisms for retention and success in gifted programs usually
is not assured in such contexts; and data are scanty regard-
ing this issue.

A third perspective worthy of citing is the principle of
individualization, deeply ingrained in the philosophy of
gifted education. Differentiation in identification and inter-
vention would occur most naturally at the level of an indi-
vidual child, not at the level of an ethnic group or SES cate-
gory. Consequently, some states could not begin to
comment effectively on the survey questions that inferred
group treatment based on characteristics beyond aptitude.

The majority of state directors of gifted programs hold to
the first and third perspectives as ways of interpreting the
seemingly limited provisions for disadvantaged gifted
learners at the state level. These perspectives also affect the
interpretation of this section of the study. Except for a few
states that responded affirmatively to the question of differ-
ential services, results regarding identification and inter-
vention practices are duplicative with other populations of
gifted learners.

The state questionnaire revealed that directors of state
programs perceived their states as embracing a moderate
stance toward a broadened conception of giftedness in
terms of identification issues, with a mean rating of 3.3 on
a 5.0 scale. Nevertheless, the full range of responses to this



item reflected a great deal of individual state variation on
the issue. Only 22 states responded that use of a broadened
conception was extensive.

The data reveal a generally moderate view toward opera-
tionalizing a new conception of giftedness. Even though the
field of gifted education has officially embraced an expand-
ed view of who the gifted are in respect to categories (Mar-
land, 1972), the movement in that direction on the part of
states 16 years later is surprising. New theoretical and
research work published in the late 1970s and early 1980s
has also lent additional credibility to an expanded vision of
giftedness (Feldman, 1983; Gardner, 1983; Renzulli, 1978;
Sternberg, 1985). Yet clearly the states do not extensively
hold these views, particularly as they might be reflected in
standards for funding programs and services.

In the area of nonbiased assessment techniques, all of the
states responding to the question indicated some use. But
when queried further regarding specific aspects of a nonbi-
ased assessment protocol that might be employed, extent of
use dropped dramatically. One component of many nonbi-
ased assessment protocols, for example, is the use of non-
traditional tests or use of different norming standards for an
existing test. Yet 48.1% of the states indicated little or no
use of such testing measures, as contrasted to the 19.2%
who indicated only a little use of nonbiased assessment
techniques.

This discrepancy may be interpreted in several ways.
One interpretation may be that the respondents are not
familiar with the specific components of a nonbiased
assessment protocol, even though they react affirmatively
to the terminology. Another interpretation may be that
respondents view techniques such as observation by teach-
ers and parents as more indicative of what is meant by non-
biased assessment. A third interpretation, however, is that
reported use of nonbiased assessment techniques is greater
than actual use when one examines individual components
of an identification system.

The data also reflect strong use of traditional approaches
to identifying the disadvantaged gifted, with 88.5% of the
respondents indicating the use of norm-referenced tests and
90.4% using teacher nominations. No other techniques
were so extensively used in the identification process. Still,
the limited numbers of disadvantaged students in gifted
programs would lead us to believe that greater use of non-
traditional measures is needed to identify this population.
The mean response to this item was 4.4, and all states who
responded to the item reported some use. Twelve states
reported using additional procedures, which vary consider-

ably from one another. No clear pattern of use emerged.

Currently, support for early intervention programs in
general is viewed as the best policy initiative that might be
enacted (National Committee for Economic Development,
1988). Not coincidentally, this is the area in which research
evidence of long-term effects is the strongest (Brandt,
1986; Lazar, 1982; Schweinhart, 1985). Yet, with our most
promising learners among the disadvantaged, this interven-
tion approach is still under-utilized.

Although one might see merit in not differentiating basic
programs and services for the disadvantaged gifted, lest
they be denied the best quality program available, there is
little basis for the support of not building beyond that basic
delivery system to include more specialized services from
which they might uniquely profit. Academic self-compe-
tence usually is not an issue for advantaged gifted learners,
but it may be for disadvantaged ones (VanTassel-Baska, et
al., in press). Thus, the need for additional opportunities for
counseling, mentorships, and special tutorials seems war-
ranted. We also have ample evidence that these students,
even those who perform well on typical in-grade standard-
ized tests, do not score as well as their advantaged counter-
parts on more powerful test measures (VanTassel-Baska &
Willis, 1988). Thus, intervention opportunities that can
assist these students with accessing advanced skills also
seem warranted.

Clearly, demographic trends reflect the need for greater,
rather than less, attention to at-risk populations. As the
vehicle in schools for enhancing talent development, gifted
education is in a unique position to make a significant
impact on this population. But the field must unify around a
common understanding of who the disadvantaged are, how
they can be found, and what interventions may be the most
important for them to receive. Without a major federal ini-
tiative in this area, individual states clearly become the log-
ical focus in this area.

As the data in this study suggest, however, a focus on the
disadvantaged gifted is not a major priority area within the
state department framework, with a few notable exceptions.
Consequently, if we are interested in enhancing efforts in
this area, policymakers at the state level must become more
cognizant of the issues and find ways to incorporate it into
state standards and funding formulas.

PROGRAM STANDARDS ISSUES

None of the states said they had separate state-developed
program standards for disadvantaged gifted students. In
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fact, when asked this question, 53.1% of the states (n=26)
responded “no.” The largest percentage of respondents,
44.9% (n=22), indicated that their state program standards
were the same for the disadvantaged gifted and gifted stu-
dents who are not identified as disadvantaged.

The data indicate that 82.7% of the states (n=43) employ
no state initiatives to monitor LEA implementation of pro-
grams for disadvantaged gifted students. But 17.3% (n=9)
of the states indicated their state had initiatives to monitor
local programs for including disadvantaged gifted students
in the gifted program.

When asked if special materials, handbooks, guidelines
had been developed by their state, 69.2% of the respon-
dents (n=36) stated “no.” Similarly, six states, representing
11.5% of the total survey, gave no response to this question.
But 19.2% (n=10) indicated that these materials either exist
or are in the process of being developed.

The final question on the survey asked whether data
were available on the number of disadvantaged gifted stu-
dents being served in each state. Forty-six (88.5%) of the

FIGURE 1

respondents replied that these data were not available. Six
(11.5%) states responded affirmatively.

In its 1983 report, A Nation at Risk, the National Com-
mission on Excellence in Education stated, “The Federal
Government, in cooperation with states and localities,
should help meet the needs of key groups of students such
as the gifted and talented” (p. 32). Four years later
Congress passed the first federal initiative to aid education
for gifted and talented students. This meager bill, a $20
million authorization, is included in the larger Omnibus
Education Bill and provides funds for research, personnel
preparation, and innovative projects. Since approval of the
bill in 1988, $8 million currently have been appropriated,
but the extent of the funds to be allocated to the disadvan-
taged gifted issue is yet to be determined.

States vary widely in terms of interest or ability to assist
localities in developing and maintaining gifted programs.
Figure 1 depicts the level of support by states (Mitchell,
1984).

Although attention to programs for gifted at the state and

[ ] $1 Million or Less
y,7777] $1-5 Million
B $5 Million or More

State Appropriations for Education of Gifted Students
Adopted, by permission, from Mitchell (1984).



local levels has increased, state and local personnel appar-
ently are not addressing the issue of program funding for
one area of the under-represented population, the disadvan-
taged. Only one state reported that 20% of its funds was
specifically allocated for this population of gifted students.
When asked if other funding sources were available for the
disadvantaged gifted, 50 states (96.2%) did not respond.

The majority of states have developed standards for ser-
vices to gifted and talented students. Those available for
review provide ample information for localities to use in
developing comprehensive programs. Maker (1986, p. 233)
suggested that programs should adhere to seven compo-
nents:

. Provide a variety of options.

. Be coordinated and articulated.

. Have clearly defined policies and procedures.

. Be well planned.

. Demonstrate success through well designed, responsive
evaluations.

. Have a sound theoretical base.

. Respond to the needs of the community.
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Kaplan (1988) describes eight program standards as
benchmarks of quality control:

. Goals and objectives.
. Decision making.

. Monitoring.

. Limitations.

. Expenditures.

. Perceptions.

. Training.

. Philosophy.

0O\ BN —

Several states do refer to the disadvantaged gifted in
their state plans. In Mississippi, state programs are not
mandated; however, local education agencies may design
programs for four distinct populations—intellectually gift-
ed, talented, gifted handicapped, and disadvantaged gifted.
The State Department of Education (SDE) provides a spe-
cific definition of the gifted disadvantaged population. The
regulations for approved programs and criteria for classifi-
cation of gifted and talented students and culturally and
educationally deprived students in Nebraska cite program
criteria and selection procedures as two areas in which spe-
cific guidelines are to be followed. Within the program cri-

teria, LEAs must provide evidence of planning to “assure
access to programs by members of minority or educational-
ly disadvantaged groups” (p. 4).

The selection procedures section of the Nebraska regula-
tions specify that “instruments and criteria shall be chosen
to reflect the emphasis of the differentiated curriculum to
be provided and to protect members of minority or educa-
tionally disadvantaged groups from test bias discrimina-
tion” (p. 6). Likewise, the Minnesota Standards require that
all instruments and procedures must be examined for cul-
tural bias and “efforts must be employed to insure that rep-
resentation and participation of all student populations in
gifted and talented educational programs and include indi-
viduals of all races, creeds, national origins, genders, physi-
cal handicaps, or economic status” (p. 6).

Although most states do not have data on the number of
disadvantaged gifted students served, several states report
some estimates by racial or ethnic categories. In Florida,
5,202 culturally diverse students (Black Non-Hispanic, His-
panic, Asian, and American Indian) are receiving services
in programs for the gifted and talented. Approximately
35% of the gifted students in California are members of
minority populations; however, the number of low-income
disadvantaged is unknown.

Data from the 52 states and territories reveal that little
attention is given to proportional funding for various gifted
populations. Only one state reported that funds (20%) were
specifically allocated to programs for disadvantaged gifted
learners. The reasons for the lack of proportional funds
probably are attributable to several factors. One, the total
state budget for all gifted programs is relatively small. Two,
states have yet to devote time and resources to under-repre-
sented populations (gifted women, underachievers, gifted
handicapped). Program standards for the gifted disadvan-
taged population also are very limited. Only one state has
developed specific standards regarding services to this pop-
ulation.

SELECTED LOCAL PROGRAM ISSUES

A survey was completed by 57 local school districts
nominated by their state departments for focusing on disad-
vantaged gifted learners. Only 12 districts indicated that
they had a definition of disadvantaged gifted learners, and
of those, nine districts reported a definitional construct.
Four included culturally different, minority, and the poor.
Two sample definitions from these local districts are:
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1. ... those children regardless of race or ethnic group who
may have language patterns and experiences, cultural
backgrounds, economic disadvantages and/or education-
al disadvantages or differences which make it difficult
for them to demonstrate their potential using traditional
identification procedures.

2. Intellectually gifted children and youth are those who
have potential for outstanding performance by virtue of
superior intellectual abilities. Intellectually gifted means
outstanding performance or potential for outstanding
performance by virtue of superior intellectual abilities
(K.A.R. 91-12-22 [q]). Both those with demonstrated
achievement and those with minimal or low perfor-
mance who give evidence of high potential in general
intellectual ability, specific academic aptitudes, and/or
creative thinking abilities are included in this definition.

Most frequently cited nontraditional identification mea-
sures used by responding districts were the Ravens Progres-
sive Matrices (n=5) and the Kaufman-ABC (n=3). In the
area of observation of children by adults, the most frequent-
ly used scales were locally developed (n=9). Some districts
used the Renzulli scales or portions thereof (n=3). For cre-
ativity indices, the majority of districts reporting indicated
use of the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking in some way
(n=7). The most frequently used norm-referenced tests
were traditional, in-grade standardized achievement tests
(n=10). Additionally, a few districts used the Cognitive
Abilities Test (n=3).

Very few of the local school districts responding to the
survey showed congruence in their perspective about suc-
cesses or problems in working with disadvantaged gifted
students. The only perspectives indicated by at least two
respondents were the following: Successes were perceived
to be (a) achieving in the face of adversity, (b) strength of
creative skills for personal and academic coping, (c) over-
coming language difficulties, and (d) being identified for
special programs. Problems were perceived to be in the fol-
lowing areas: (a) peer pressure, (b) a familial pattern that
lacked resources to foster academic learning, (c) lack of
self-esteem, (d) lack of funding for programs, (e) language
deficiencies, and (f) transiency.

Even given the problems, respondents reported a hopeful
note regarding the future education for these students:

“Getting this program in place has been a very
slow process. I have received total support from
staff and administration. The main problem is

that the Mexican population comes and goes,
and, therefore, ongoing instructional time is mini-
mal. Our program goals usually go unrealized
because of the transiency of our students during
the implementation phase.” (Coordinator A)

“Progress in improving the academic situation for
gifted Native American students is very slow.
However, we are gradually making progress. Our
most important success has been the growth of
acceptance, among Indian and white students,
teachers, and parents, of there being gifted Indian
students.” (Coordinator B)

“Our programs are designed as supplemental, so
we lack true program continuity. What we do
find, though, is that teachers will send us students
who don’t “qualify” for traditional gifted/talented
programs because these kids display a special tal-
ent. In our courses they shine because their
strengths are being recognized and enhanced.
They can only be successful. Many teachers have
reported that even short-term exposure to our
program enhances other kinds of in-school per-
formance.” (Coordinator J)

“Small rural schools with great family stability
(in terms of location-families stay in one town for
generations) develop expectations for certain kids
because ‘that’s how the family is.” Many kids
never are expected to achieve until they attend
our special courses.” (Coordinator K)

Based on the survey results from local school districts
that were nominated by their state directors of gifted educa-
tion for running special programs for disadvantaged gifted
learners, we can discern key issues for this population at
the local level. These issues tend to revolve around the
dimensions of definition, identification, intervention, deliv-
ery, and evaluation approaches used in programs for this
population.

Definition

Just as was found at the state level of analysis, only a
limited definitional structure is in place for disadvantaged
gifted learners. Most districts do not define the term and
tend to operationalize it within the demands of the local
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context. For example, if a local district has a 90% minority
population, the definition of disadvantaged tilts toward that
minority group. If, on the other hand, the district is primari-
ly low socioeconomic, made up of many ethnic groups, the
focus tilts toward the issue of low SES. Although such a
stance appears to be practical at the local level, it does limit
the conception of who may need to be served under the
rubric of the disadvantaged gifted.

A clear definition that recognizes different types and lev-
els of disadvantagement is needed at the policy level in
local school districts. Only through such an approach can
low-SES students or minority students have a chance of
service, particularly in districts in which their numbers do
not dominate.

Identification

Several of the identification practices that these local
school districts use appear promising, yet do not represent a
stringent interpretation of the recommended practices from
the literature. The most promising practices appear to be
the most personalized—when a sensitive adult nominates
or promotes a child in the school context. In these districts
this has been a favored technique, and it has been found to
be successful. The main danger inherent in its use, howev-
er, is in missing children who would do well in programs
but were not discovered based on individual observations.
All of the districts reported using multiple measures, how-
ever. This increases the likelihood that a child would be
included through another approach.

A second promising practice appeared to be the “tryout”
system, in which all students were given “gifted” activities
to perform and then judged on the basis of their capacity to
perform these activities in a classroom setting. Such an
approach equalizes opportunity to demonstrate readiness
without using tests as an arbitrary screening device. Its dis-
advantage, however, lies in the administrative arena of
assuring all students access to tryouts in the regular class-
room and training all teachers in a given context to provide
the key activities. Nevertheless, it significantly strengthens
the relationship between program expectations and student
identification practices.

Intervention
Program intervention approaches used in these local dis-

tricts mirror the state data regarding this issue. Traditional
gifted program approaches are the norm, and more tailored

or personalized program approaches are the exception. This
finding is particularly surprising at the local level, where
advertised programs for disadvantaged learners are provid-
ed. One might expect greater diversity in programming
models and greater experimentation with differential pro-
gram prototypes.

Of special note is the lack of systematic intervention at
early ages, and the lack of counseling programs—two areas
in which current studies and demonstration programs for
these learners are consistent in regard to importance and
efficacy. The need to provide more tailored and personal-
ized interventions for disadvantaged gifted learners appears
to be great, even in districts that are most responsive to
their needs. -

Delivery

These local districts did appear to be providing some dif-
ferentiation for disadvantaged gifted learners at the level of
classroom delivery, particularly as it related to keying in on
individual characteristics of the students in the area of
effective needs. Evidence of responsiveness to ethnic diver-
sity also was prevalent through classroom techniques. The
district data provide interesting portraits of perceived dif-
ferences between advantaged and disadvantaged learners,
with the greatest congruence among district respondents
coming in the areas of (a) preference for oral over written
work, (b) need for confirmation of ability, and (c) erratic
performance. These perceived differences point toward a
need for recognition of these factors and tailoring of cur-
riculum and instruction to respond to them in deliberate
ways.

Evaluation

Evaluation approaches that these districts utilize are, for
the most part, standard ones used in the assessment of effi-
cacy in all gifted programs. Thus, these programs experi-
ence the same problems in evaluation that are apparent in
the field as a whole—an over-reliance on attitudinal per-
ceptions of various groups about the program and a lack of
student impact data. In fact, only a few of these programs
were able to produce valid student impact data, even
though the majority of them have been in place for several
years. If we are to learn and advance as a field on this issue,
there will have to be well designed evaluation studies of
existing programs. Little current evidence indicates that
such data exist or can be utilized effectively to advance our
knowledge.
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Conclusion

The local district questionnaire has provided interesting
insights into several dimensions of working with disadvan-
taged gifted learners. It further substantiates the general
picture provided by the state survey that concrete policies
at all levels are lacking regarding service to this population.
Moreover, it yielded some promising identification prac-
tices and classroom delivery approaches. It corroborated
findings from the state questionnaire also regarding lack of
differentiated programs and limited evaluation data.

OVERALL RECOMMENDATIONS

The recommendations of this national study emerge out
of a careful consideration of the data available and the
noticeable lack of data in several key areas of the question-
naire probes. An attempt was made to recommend policy
based on three central aspects of the study: definitional
issues, identification and intervention, and program stan-
dards and funding. The policy recommendations have been
generated for consideration at state and local levels,
although they carry implications for national policy as well.
The major recommendations of the study are:

1. We should eliminate the use of the term ‘“‘disadvan-
taged.”

In describing culturally diverse populations, for example,
the term disadvantaged carries a negative connotation. Cul-
tures differ from each other; inherently, no one culture or
class is superior to another. Accordingly, “cultural diversi-
ty” merely acknowledges the condition of such status with-
out placing a value judgment on such a condition.

In an attempt to create awareness of inequities in our
educational system, we have resorted to negative terminol-
ogy. Like the word *“handicapped,” “disadvantaged” carries
both a negative connotation and a generic notion of deficit
or deficiency. This generic notion is problematic because
individuals can be both disadvantaged and resilient, handi-
capped and gifted. And because the term is so generic, it
frequently creates its own meaning in a particular local
context.

To identify children who may be at risk for educational
opportunities commensurate with their abilities because of
a variety of factors, such as “disadvantaged,” is to diffuse
the issue in a way that blocks appropriate interventions. It
is much more appropriate to consider the leading factors

contributing to at-risk status—low socioeconomic status,
member of an ethnic minority, handicapped in a specific
way, a child of an unstable home environment (e.g., alco-
holism, abuse), or language deficiency. These factors
should be seen as the basis for special identification and
intervention approaches whether they are present in 1% of
a given school district population or 80% of that popula-
tion. And in contexts where “at-risk”” and “at-promise” con-
ditions both prevail, gifted educators are obligated to inter-
vene.

The terminology of “unserved” and “under-served” also
have been used frequently to describe this population.
Unfortunately, because of the stage of development of the
field of gifted education, these terms only further confuse
the issue because many other sub-populations of gifted
learners—the highly gifted, gifted girls, the young primary
gifted child, and certain categories of giftedness such as
leadership—remain un- or under-served. Consequently, the
“at-risk” factors that focus our attention on sociological
issues of context are more useful for formulating policy.

2. We need to translate expressed philosophical con-
cerns for “at-risk” learners into definitional structures of
giftedness.

All levels of data collection have a strong orientation
toward wanting these learners to be included in gifted pro-
grams. Yet, at the point of entry into the structure of the
program—namely, the operational definition—few states
and local districts focus on an inclusionary statement. It is
as if rhetoric is expected to carry over into policy without
deliberately planning for it. Until educational institutions
explicitly define who they mean by “at-risk” gifted learners
and seek to identify and program for them, the current sta-
tus of service will show little change.

A suggested example of a definitional structure that
focuses on the specific factor of disadvantagement is:

a. Students who come from low-income families in which
the parents’ educational and occupational status is also
commensurately low.

b. Students who come from different cultural backgrounds
that require an understanding of the cultural perspective
in order to find and serve them appropriately.

c. Students who possess limited English proficiency
because of recency of immigration or community norms.

d. Students who possess physical or learning handicaps
that may mask their potential.
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e. Students who come from dysfunctional family back-
grounds (e.g., single parent, abuse, alcoholism).

f. Students who possess a combination of these character-
istics.

3. We must recognize that “at-risk” gifted learners
share many commonalities with all gifted learners and yet
vary in significant ways.

This knowledge requires educators to combine unique
elements used in defining, identifying, and developing pro-
grams for these learners, with qualitatively different
approaches needed for all gifted learners. Just as the gifted
share common characteristics with all learners, so too does
the “at-risk” gifted learner share many characteristics with
both typical learners and other gifted learners.

Nevertheless, it is in the area of deviance that our efforts
to program must focus. Special characteristics create spe-
cial educational needs that should be addressed differential-
ly if we are to enhance the capacities of at-risk children.
Thus, a recognition of deviance and a willingness to
address it are required in charting a qualitatively distinctive
program for these learners. Special characteristics also
imply a need for seeing these students in different ways.
Thus, an identification protocol that is cognizant of back-
ground factor differences is necessary.

4. We need to initiate the use of multiple measures,
among them assessment measures perceived to be nonbi-
ased, for the identification and selection of at-risk stu-
dents into gifted programs.

Based on our questionnaire studies and the case study
data just presented on identification, districts should have
little reason not to employ a combinational model for iden-
tification that places some validity on nonbiased assess-
ment procedures. As can be seen from some case study
examples, the protocol may vary as long as an effort is
made to include in the context instrumentation that appears
less biased.

A selection committee process or selection that considers
child-centered issues beyond the numbers added on the
identification form also appears prudent. If our goal is to
find promising at-risk learners, we must find ways to estab-
lish a pool of such students within each of the risk factor
categories, a task calling for nontraditional approaches.

5. We should encourage the use of a “try-out’ program
for all students nominated to the gifted program in which

responsiveness to differentiated classroom curriculum
becomes a part of the selection paradigm.

Too much emphasis on gifted program development has
been placed on the identification process in a vacuum,
devoid of significant interaction to the actual curriculum
provided to students. This situation is especially problemat-
ic when we consider at-risk students who are being over-
looked in our quest to find the traditionally gifted learner.
Consequently, if we reverse the order of program develop-
ment, so that enriched opportunities in the classroom
become one level of identification, we will have established
an important, yet frequently missing, link between identifi-
cation and curriculum intervention.

6. We need to develop program prototypes for use with
atypical gifted learners.

The study points up a real need for prototypical models
for intervention with at-risk gifted learners. Although the
recommendations in Table | are useful in that they reflect
the current literature, it is equally important that our pro-
grams begin to generate successful models that work in the
local context. At present there is a real need in this area.
Most of the interventions used with these learners are the
standard for all gifted programs.

Providing equal treatment programs has merit, but
greater merit is inherent in providing additional levels of
programming to at-risk learners—programming that
addresses some of their unique needs. This value-added
concept of programming might occur in the context of the
regular gifted program through an IEP model, individual
contract, or more personalized delivery of services. Special
groupings of such learners based on the particular risk fac-
tor might have merit in some contexts.

7. We need to develop individual services such as tutor-
ing, mentoring, and counseling for at-risk gifted learners.

Insight into what works for at-risk learners suggests the
importance of personalized services, delivered by a caring
individual who understands the nature of the child’s status
and has ideas for helping him or her negotiate education
successfully. This individual represents an important link
for at-risk learners in the schools.

Because volunteer personnel likely would have to be uti-
lized for such a service, two key groups should be consid-
ered: (a) community groups containing large numbers of
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highly skilled retirees and unemployed individuals, and (b)
student groups, of college age and even high school stu-
dents, who could work in such a program as their commu-
nity service contribution. If businesses want to assist
schools, organizing a community support network for these
learners would be a wonderful way to contribute to the
individual lives of such children.

8. We should consider a “matching funds” model to
encourage program development for at-risk gifted stu-
dents.

Just as volunteer assistance may be necessary to activate
the level of personalized service these learners require, so,
too, funding models will have to go beyond the gifted bud-
get in order to make inroads into viable programs and ser-
vices. Linkages to programs focusing on each “at-risk” fac-
tor would seem to be the best strategy, coupled with the
funding initiatives in a local context that frequently may
focus on this type of child if the incidence rate is perceived
substantial enough. This type of shared funding must be
systematically explored so that we have the flexibility to try
new practices and prototypes with these learners. Without
additional incentive funding, our current level of limited
programming is apt to prevail.

9. We need to collect systematic data on at-risk students
being served in gifted programs.

As the study has revealed, few local school districts and
states are capable of providing incidence data regarding at-
risk gifted populations. Moreover, even those capable of
this level of reporting are not systematically collecting
evaluation data on classroom/program effectiveness with
this kind of learner. Consequently, some funding and ener-
gy should be targeted at data collection efforts on this pop-
ulation. Because the evaluation problem is endemic of the
gifted education field in general, accomplishing this needed
program measure may be difficult. Yet the success of future
work with disadvantaged gifted learners depends heavily
on our having access to good data about program practices.
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College Planning for Gifted Students
by Sandra L. Berger

This new resource has been well received by high school
students who are facing complicated choices for their
future. It presents a six-year plan that guides the gifted stu-
dent through decision-making based on personal goals, val-
ues, and learning style. The premise is that college planning
is a matter of finding a good match between student and
college.

The first step for the student is to learn about himself or
herself. Then the student goes on to learn about col-
leges—where to look, what to ask. Finally, the reader is
guided through the application process itself. The author
includes suggestions on what counselors can do, what par-
ents can do, and what teachers can do. Special characteris-
tics of the pre-adolescent, culturally different, female,
underachieving, and learning disabled student are identi-
fied, with special suggestions offered.

To order, write: Council for Exceptional Children/ERIC,
1920 Association Dr., Reston, VA 22091-1589. For more
information, call Jean Nazzaro, CEC, 703/620-3660, or
Sandra Berger, 703/938-3784.

Patterns of Influence on Gifted Learners

edited by Joyce L. VanTassel-Baska and
Paula Olszewski-Kubilius

One of the books in a series on gifted edited by James
Borland, this new paperback focuses on the role of the
home, the self, and the schooling process in talent develop-
ment. The contributors, including Wendy Roedell, Michael
Piechowski, Harry Passow, James Gallagher, Linda Silver-
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Replete with facts, statistics, and research, the chapters
are nevertheless easy to read. Case history, anecdotal, and
illustrative narrative create a balanced presentation and
keep the book interesting. Specific issues include the influ-
ence of family values, environment, the growth of self, cur-
riculum development and evaluation, career counseling,
and others.

This 264-page book is available from Teachers College
Press, Columbia University, New York, NY 10027.
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